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LANSING, KANSAS - 2012 

I was loitering around the baggage claim of KCI when a sloppy, fat hick got in my face. 
The man was huge, well over three hundred pounds, with heavy jowls and a double chin that 
hung like a wattle. If he hadn’t been so obviously well-fed, I’d have taken him for a bum from 
his sunken eyes, sallow complexion, patchwork stubble, and disheveled clothes. He stood before 
me and asked with a snarl, “Shane?” 

Holy shit! Virgil Templeton! 

“Holy shit,” I said. 

“Good to see you too.” He didn’t even offer to shake my hand. He just turned and started 
walking. “My truck is in the garage. Hurry up and we won’t have to pay parking.” 

The Virgil I remembered — the High School Virgil — had been as close to corn-fed 
perfection as you were like to get from a Midwestern boy. Tall, muscular, effortlessly fit. Steel- 
blue eyes and fluffy, feathered hair parted down the middle. Not pretty-boy handsome — his face 
had been too broad, his nose slightly bent, and his chin protruded a little too much for that — but 
he’d had a rugged charm about him. He’d walked with a bounce in his step and a mischievous 
grin on his lips. 

Thirty years ago there had been no doubt — the High School Virgil Templeton would 
grow into a man amongst men. 

The blob that I followed out of KCI, however, looked like he belonged in a traveling 
carnival married to the bearded lady. 


Virgil Templeton! Holy shit! 


“Everything’s changed.” We cruised through Leavenworth, Virgil breathing hard and 
perspiring from the effort of working the gas pedal and turning the steering wheel. “But you have 
eyes. You can see for yourself.” 

Indeed, all the landmarks I remembered from my youth were gone. The Kiddee Land 
amusement park with its three story t-rex statue, the grain silos, the old Cody hotel, the 
downtown warehouses and factories: gone. Replaced with ubiquitous glass and steel strip centers 
and convenience stores. My friend Virgil Templeton, the golden football stud: gone. Replaced 
with this bitter, wheezing old coot. 

“You want to check into a place before we head out?” he asked, scratching the tip of his 
nose with a thumbnail. “They built a Holiday Inn Express across from the hospital a few years 
back. Not the cheapest place in town, but I figure you can afford it.” 

“That'll be fine.” Neither of us had said much driving in from the airport. Virgil only 
opened his mouth to mutter curses at traffic or make snide comments about Florida, my current 
state of residence. And for the life of me, I couldn’t think of anything more to add to Holy shit! 
Virgil Templeton! So we rode in silence — two strangers who didn’t really want to be with each 
other. 

After a while, Virgil arched an eyebrow at me and said, “You look good.” It sounded like 
an accusation. 

“Thanks,” I replied. “So do...you.” 

“Go fuck yourself. I look like shit.” Virgil reached over and opened the glove box. He 
caught a bottle of whiskey as it fell out. There was one swallow left. He unscrewed the cap, 
drank it dry, and then threw the empty behind the seat. “Goddamnit,” he muttered. 


“How’s Wyatt?” I asked, trying to force a conversation. 


Virgil ignored the question. He hunched over the steering wheel and adjusted his big butt 
against the seat. Then he sat back and sighed. 

“Sorry to hear about your dad,” I tried again. 

He didn’t look at me but said, “Yeah. Thanks.” 

“So you’re taking over the business? That must be a lot of work.” 

Virgil shrugged. 

“How is your mom doing? She doing alright?” 

Virgil rubbed his chin, shot me a mean look, and then snorted a short laugh. “You want it 
in a nutshell? Mom is dying, dad is dead, Wyatt doesn’t talk to me. The family business is about 
to file bankruptcy and I’m broke. I have no wife, no kids, no pets. Any more questions?” 

“Nope.” I held up my hands, surrendering. “That about covers it.” 

After another long, awkward stretch of silence, I gave it one last shot; “For what it’s 
worth, man...I am sorry.” 

“Why? What do you care?” 

I turned and watched the fields pass by. “I guess I don’t,” I admitted. 

“Fucking right you don’t.” Virgil made another move for the glove box, remembered 
he’d already drunk what was there, and pulled his hand back. 

I studied Virgil’s profile as he drove. The fat, glistening cheeks, moist lips and watery 
eyes were so pathetic and gross, they didn’t even look real. It was as if some special effects team 
from Hollywood had been tasked with turning a handsome young actor into a broke down, 
lonely, alcoholic scumbag. And this is what they’d come up with. I suppressed an impulse to 
claw at the face, hoping that it would peel away like so much latex and putty until the real Virgil 


Templeton emerged from under all that gunk. 


Virgil belched and the truck’s cab filled with the stench of booze and rot. This was no 
special effect. This, I knew, was yet another tragic consequence of that fateful day the four of us 
shared back in 1982. Tally up the score: Archer was dead, Brian had disappeared, and Virgil had 
become...repulsive. 

Only I, it seemed, had made it through unscathed. 

Sure, I may have added a spare tire around my belly, lost a bit of hair, acquired some 
wisdom lines around the eyes, but otherwise I looked okay. Dressed in Dockers and a Polo shirt, 
hell, I could be the poster boy for middle aged suburbanite males. Nothing about me suggested 
damaged goods. 

On the outside anyway. 

No wonder Virgil was acting so hostile. He’d always been the strong and capable one; the 
fighter and the winner. Me? I'd been second place at best. Yet there I was — successful, happily 
married, two kids and a house in the sunny south. The glow of Schadenfreude warmed my heart. 
Me. Shane Holloway. Beating Virgil fucking Templeton. 


So what if I had to cheat to do it? 


Virgil grunted as he cranked the wheel and turned into the Holiday Inn parking lot. He 
swung around the semi-circle drop-off zone and idled in front of the main entry. “T11 be back to 
pick you up in an hour.” 

“Fine,” I agreed, even though I only had one small carryon bag and absolutely no reason 
to waste time sitting around an economy hotel. I figured Virgil wanted to take a break from me — 
maybe go and eat a bag of hamburgers or buy more booze or something. Whatever. At that point, 


I didn’t mind taking a break from his dour puss either. 


I stepped out of the truck and for the first time in three decades my feet touched ground 
on Lansing, Kansas. The earth didn’t crack in twain nor did lightning bolts rain from the 
heavens. The lobby of the Holiday Inn did not transform into a lake of fire when I stepped 
through the door. The desk clerk did not sprout horns and a tail — greet me with a mouth full of 
fangs as he presented a registry made of human flesh and a pen filled with blood. The elevator 
went up three floors, not just down, down, down. My room had a bed, not a pallet spiked with 
thousands of rusty nails to lie on. The TV got basic cable and HBO, not just the four networks 
and local stations. 

So far so good. 

I sat on the bed and took off my shoes; tugged at the carpet with my toes. Thirty years 
had passed since I’d last been here: my hometown. I tried to remember the good times from my 
childhood — holidays with my family, my shaggy dog, snowy winters and golden summers. No 
dice. The nightmare kept coming back, screaming to the forefront of my mind; reminding me 
why I’d gone and stayed away for so long. 


And why I had to return. 


LANSING, KANSAS -— 1982 

“It is going to be big. Huge. The biggest thing to happen in Kansas since Prime Cut,” 
Archer Olson said between mouths full of chili fries. We were sitting at Dairy Queen scarfing 
down burgers and shakes courtesy of Archer’s smoking hot mom: a petite Puerto Rican with 
silky black hair down to her waist, big dark eyes, and a dazzlingly bright smile. Minutes prior, 
Mrs. Olson had spotted us — Virgil Templeton, Brian Moody, and myself — walking down 
Highway 7 on our way back from the school’s basketball courts. She’d pulled over and offered 
us a ride as we all lived in the same subdivision. 

And that’s how we found ourselves breaking bread and talking movies with Archer Olson 
—a fellow classmate whom none of us really cared for. I suppose he was okay in small doses, but 
his attitude ran towards snotty and he complained way too much for somebody who wasn’t, 
technically speaking, a female dog. Nevertheless, Archer’s mom more than made up for his 
personal shortcomings with her hospitality, charm, and beauty. Having collected us in the 
backseat of her brand new Buick Regal, the ever ebullient Mrs. O. checked us in the rear-view, 
commented on how hot we looked, and then insisted on taking us for some frozen treats. 

Brian Moody, elbows on the table, bicep muscles bulging under his black skin, took a 
massive bite out of his triple-decker hamburger. Three quick chews, a ripple down his throat, and 
then he raised his intense brown eyes and asked, “Prime Cut?” 

“Lee Marvin?” Archer replied with an exasperated tone, as if he couldn’t believe he had 
to explain such a thing. “Gene Hackman? Sissy Spacek before she became all famous?” 

Brian looked bewildered. He missed a lot of cultural references due to the fact that his 
mother was a strict Catholic and, as such, didn’t see much call for unnecessary foolishness like 


movies and music. Not that she expressly forbade these things, but she generally managed to 


keep such worldly distractions away from her children through a strict and enveloping regimen 
of church, chores, grades, sports, etc. When the Devil went looking for idle hands, he walked 
right past Mrs. Moody’s house without even tipping his hat. 

“A movie,” I explained to Brian. “It was set in Kansas.” 

“It was filmed in Kansas,” Archer corrected me. “They hired local people to act in it and 
some of them went on to have careers in Hollywood.” 

“And you think you can get a role in this movie they’re filming over in Lawrence?” 
Virgil asked, his voice just this side of condescending. 

“The Day After,” Archer beamed. “The movie is called The Day After and, yes, I do think 
I can get a part. If I can only get there.” He glared at his mother. 

“T’m very sorry, baby,” she said in that heartbreaking Spanish accent of hers. “But I tol’ 
choo. I need the car that day. I juss start class and I canna miss my firs’ week.” 

Lord I just wanted to start at her toes and eat her all the way up. 

Mrs. O. refocused her attention on her lime-green Mr. Misty float, slipping the straw 
between her perfect teeth and giving a suck that caused her cheeks to cave in and her lips to 
pucker. Mr. Misty, you lucky old bastard! Suddenly, a loud slurping sound escaped from the cup 
and her wide, dark eyes popped with surprise. She caught me watching and smiled around the 
straw. 

I smiled back. Tee hee. That was funny. 

See, Mrs. Olson liked me. And, no, this isn’t horny delusion talking. She liked me for the 
same reason most parents liked me: I made good grades, never got into trouble, and was always 


respectful to adults. It was enough to make her think I’d be a good influence for her son. 


Sure thing, Mrs. O. PII be the best example of a model citizen your worthless boy will 
ever see. Now why don’t you smile that playful smile and sing along to Oye Como Va on the 
radio? You caliente chica you! 

“So,” Archer said, looking at each of us in turn. “Which one of you is going to drive me 
to Lawrence?” 

“Count me out,” Virgil said. “I, uh...,” he turned away from Mrs. Olson and dropped his 
voice. “I’m temporarily without wheels.” 

“What? What happened?” Archer demanded. 

“I kind of.... I had a fender bender. Nothing really, but my car is in the shop. So I’m not 
driving anywhere for a while.” 

Earlier that summer, Virgil had gotten drunk at a party and rubbed his Oldsmobile 
Cutlass up against a tree like a cat marking territory. He’d been grounded from driving ever 
since. 

“What about you?” Archer turned to Brian. “You have a car.” 

Brian waved it off. “Sorry. I can’t.” 

“What? Why not?” 

Brian’s mom watched his mileage. He was allowed to take the car to and from school, 
occasionally drive to the mall, but he’d be killed if he showed up with a hundred miles ticked off 
the odometer. 

“I just can’t,” Brian said using a tone and inflection that ended the discussion right then 
and there. 

“Okay Shane,” Archer rolled his eyes in my direction. “What’s your excuse?” 


“Me? I don’t have a car.” 


“Your family has a car. You can borrow it.” 

That is why we all loved Archer. Throwing attitude as if my family and I owed him the 
use of our car. My response was knee-jerk, spiteful, and inappropriate in front of his mother. 

“Why doesn’t your daddy just buy you a car?” I asked. 

Well that little rejoinder hit a sensitive spot. Archer’s cheeks flushed red. Mrs. Olson kept 
her lips clamped around Mr. Misty and looked away. 

Archer’s father was a very important military contractor who spent weeks-on-end away 
from home, hustling jet-fighters in Wichita. He compensated for those prolonged absences by 
giving Archer every blessed toy, doohickey, electronic hoo-ha, or game a boy could want. In his 
basement, Archer had a pool table, a pinball machine, and a combination Galaxia/Pac Man 
arcade console. He had a television, VCR, Atari and stereo system set up in his bedroom. He 
owned two electric guitars and one keyboard. There was a trampoline in his backyard. In short, 
he was spoiled rotten. 

Except for a car. In her humble Puerto Rican wisdom, Mrs. Olson must have recognized 
that her precious son was in danger of losing his esencia to the luxurious trappings of America. 
So she drew the line at buying him a new car. Heck, if she could reach maturity without 
dysentery-free water, surely Archer could make the same journey without a Pontiac Firebird. 

“Lame,” Archer snapped at me. “So lame.” 

“T’m sorry Arch,” I apologized quickly, not wanting to start class-warfare in the local 
D.Q. “But no. I won’t be able to borrow the family car to go joyriding in Lawrence.” 

“It’s not joyriding.” Archer got upset. Flustered. Talking loud and moving his hands. 
“None of you take me seriously, but I’m a good actor. In all our school plays, I’m the only one 


who really cares about my performance. Everybody else just shows up and jokes around. They 


can barely remember their lines when the curtain goes up! I’m the one who carries the show. I’m 
the one who actually studies acting, not just shuffling around the stage mumbling. I work hard at 
it. And this could be my big break.” 

Poor guy. I hated to see him get all upset. And really, were his dreams of becoming a 
Hollywood movie star any more ridiculous than Virgil and Brian with their football scouts, or 
even me with my portfolio of comic book art? Besides, I’d been in a few of those school plays 
with Archer and, yes, he really did take it seriously. And maybe I carried some guilt because I 
was unquestionably one of those who just showed up to joke around. For whatever reason, I felt 
compelled to at least try and offer a solution. So I opened my stupid mouth and made the biggest 
mistake of my life. Of all our lives. 


“We could bike there.” 


It was past dark by the time I got home. The first thing my mom said to me when I came 
through the door was, “It’s past dark.” 

“I know mom,” I said. “I got hung up with Brian and some friends.” 

“You shouldn’t be biking in the dark.” 

“I know mom.” 

“Call next time.” 

“T will mom. Mom?” 

“Yes.” 

“Can I borrow the car on Tuesday?” 

“Check with your sister.” 


I went down the hall and knocked on my sister’s door. “What?” she said. 
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“Are you using the car on Tuesday?” 

“Why?” she asked. She was home from college for summer break, but was still studying; 
sitting up in bed with her nose in a textbook. 

“Just say you are.” 

“Okay, I’m using the car on Tuesday.” 

I returned to the living room where mom was knitting in front of the TV, Masterpiece 
Theatre turned on real low. 

“She’s using the car.” 

“Then I guess yov’ll have to wait until she’s done.” 

“Or you can let me bike to Lawrence.” 

Mom put the needles down. “Bike to Lawrence?” 

“Yeah. Archer wants to go try out for a movie they’re filming there and, since it turns out 
none of us will have a car, we figured we’d bike it instead.” 

“Bike to Lawrence?” 

“It’s not that far. We looked it up and it’s less than 40 miles. It won’t take us more than a 
few hours to get there. If we leave early enough, we can get there before noon and have the rest 
of the day for Archer to audition.” 

“Then bike home in the dark?” 

“No, we'll spend the night at Virgil’s brother’s. You remember Wyatt? He’s taking 
summer classes at KU and offered to let us stay at his apartment.” 

“So you’re biking to Lawrence, spending the night at some stranger’s apartment, and 
coming back the next day?” 


“Right. Except Wyatt’s not a stranger.” 
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Mom sighed and started working her needles again. “Who else is going?” 

“Just us four. Brian, Virgil, Archer and I.” 

“And Brian’s mom is letting him go?” 

“Absolutely. She thinks it’s a great idea. Good exercise, you know. Plus we’ll have time 
to visit the campus, maybe check out the admissions office and talk to some people.” Truthfully, 
at that time I had no idea if Brian’s mom would let him go or not. In fact, I was quite certain that 
a few houses down the street, my good friend Brian was just then explaining to his mother that 
my mother had already given me permission. 

We had been running that game on our respective mothers for years — since we were kids 
— and it always worked like a champ. Although our families went to the same Church, my mom 
and Mrs. Moody didn’t really talk to each other beyond banal pleasantries and “Peace be with 
you...” “Also with you...” so they never caught on to the deception. And because my mother 
was impressed by Mrs. Moody’s devotion and religious zeal, she figured that if Brian was 
allowed to do something, it had to be morally beneficial for me as well. Similarly, Mrs. Moody 
admired my mother’s graduate degree and her career as a part-time instructor at the community 
college, so she felt certain that anything I was allowed to do would also benefit her son’s 
intellectual development. 

Psh. Suckers. 

“Well, if Ms. Moody is okay with it — I guess I am too,” Mom said. 

“Thanks mom!” I said, hurrying away to my room before she changed her mind. 

I didn’t get very far. “Shane!” she yelled. 
“What!” I yelled back. “I have to take a shower!” 


“Some girl has been calling for you all night!” 
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A girl? For me? I went back to the living room. 

“Who?” 

“She said her name is Kimmy. She left her number, it’s on the table.” 

Kimmy! The name flashed back a memory of meeting up with her the previous Sunday. 
I'd been riding my bike after working six hours at the hardware store, blowing off steam cruising 
the newly developed subdivisions down DeSoto road, when I passed by her house and she’d 
flagged me down. 

She’d been doing yard-work in a bikini top and cutoffs. I clamped the handbrakes hard 
enough to create skid marks when I saw her jogging towards me, waving her arm. We talked by 
the side of the road until twilight. Eyes bold behind my knock-off Aviator sunglasses, I studied 
her chest the entire time. At one point she leaned in close to whisper an off-color remark about 
one of our teachers, as if she was telling a big secret she didn’t want the cicadas to hear. I’m a 
good half-foot taller than Kimmy so she must have known she was giving me quite a view 
(freckles, by Jesus! And, oh shiver me timbers, would I kiss every golden one. And that 
birthmark.... My poor tongue ached for its chocolate sweetness). She hadn’t seemed shy at all. In 
fact, after we’d had our laugh, she stayed close, facing me with her shoulders wide, until we 
decided to give our legs a rest and sit on the curb. 

Kimmy and I had been friends throughout High School. We always wound up in the 
same classes and chose each other for lab work. Last year we’d been debate partners and spent 
many long evening together in the library scribbling notes on index cards. Of course being a 
desperate virgin, I had long entertained the notion that I could maybe, possibly, someday, please 
God have sex with her. A couple of problems though: first and foremost, I was very shy and 


awkward around girls. Fortunately I’d learned how to mask this almost paralyzing insecurity 
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behind the facade of a disaffected bel esprit, always quick with a witty comment and far 
removed from the messy romantic entanglements suffered by my less sophisticated peers. 

Won’t let me get away with it eh? Okay then, I was a loud-mouth smart-ass who turned 
everything, including myself, into a joke. What? You mean girls don’t find it sexy when you 
make farty sounds with your armpits or pretend to flick boogers at them? Really? 

Which brings us to the second problem: Kimmy shared my sense of humor. That’s not to 
say she found my antics sexy by any means, but I could always count on her to snort-laugh 
inappropriately when I crammed pencils in my ears, crossed my eyes, hung my tongue out and 
turned to her during a lull in Ms. Diak’s English class. Walking the halls we would riff 
passionately upon the perils of colonialization in baaaad French accents. During lunch she would 
play the poofter and I would be the creep as we gleefully sang duet on Alice Cooper’s Billion 
Dollar Babies. In short, we had a blast together. 

Asking her on a date would have been like Groucho putting the moves on Chico. 

Maybe not that bad. She looked one hell of a lot better than an Eastern European refugee 
and I didn’t have the ‘stash, but still. 

The previous Sunday, however, had been different between us. Sure, I had been just as 
goofy and awkward as ever, but as the night wore on we’d settled into a less vaudeville vibe and 
actually started relating to one another as, well, people. Sitting on the curb, leaning against the 
steps watching grasshoppers busily devouring the field across the street, we talked about life 
after high school. About college and career. I’d asked her what she wanted in a husband. She’d 
said someone who could make her laugh. I couldn’t decide if I should kiss her or blow a 


raspberry on her belly. 
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Regrettably, I did neither. And then lost the opportunity entirely when I responded with 
some lame platitude like ‘whoever he is will be a very lucky man’. 

See? My awkwardness was near mythical. I was the Arthur Pendragon of High School 
nerds: The Once And Future Virgin. 

What I needed was another chance. Kimmy liked me, of course she did; I just needed to 
get over my awkwardness. She was probably hoping I would ask her out — a husband who can 
make me laugh.... During school I made that girl laugh like a tent full of circus clowns before 
the second bell rang. That might not make me husband material, but it ought to be worth at least 
a tongue-kiss and some tit action. 

I went to the kitchen, took the phone off the hook and dialed the number scrawled on the 
memo pad. It rang a few times and then a man’s voice answered. 

“Hello?” 

“Uh, hello? Is uh Kimmy there?” 

“Who’s this?” 

“Uh, Shane?” 

“Hold on.” 

I heard the phone thump against a table then the man’s voice yelled, “Kimmy! Phone!” 

After a while, the man’s voice said, “Some guy named Shane.” 

Immediately following that Kimmy got on the line. “Shane?” she asked. 

“Hi!” I said. 

“Hold on.” There were rustling noises and I heard Kimmy say. “P1 take it in my room. 
Hang up when I tell you.” 


I heard breathing on the line. 
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I put my hand over the mouth piece so whoever was on the line couldn’t hear my 
breathing. 

Some more rustling then Kimmy’s voice again, “Okay, hang up....” 

We both waited for the tell-tale click. 

Click. 

“Shane?” 

“Kimmy?” 

“Dad?” 

Nothing. 

“Okay, he’s gone.” 

“Thank God. I mean, not that I have anything against your dad, but....” 

“No, thank God is right. He doesn’t need to hear this conversation.” 

“Why? What’s going on?” 

“Shane I...I’m going to...I] want...Ug...Phew, this is hard.” 

“Are you okay?” 

I heard a sniffle, or it might have been a snicker. When she talked again, her voice 
wavered with emotion. 

“Can...can you come over?” 

I checked the clock hanging over the refrigerator. It was almost 10:00. I didn’t have a set 
curfew, and my mom was pretty cool about letting me stay out late, but it would be unusual for 
me to leave the house at ten on a Sunday. Plus I’d already got permission to go biking — biking! 


— to Lawrence. I wasn’t sure how much currency I had left in the ol’ gimme bank. 
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Another flashback of Kimmy in her swimwear; brown freckles dusting the marble white 
swell of her breasts. 

“TIl be there. Ten minutes.” 

“Thank you,” she said breathlessly and hung up. 

I exhaled. Shrugged tension from my shoulders. Took a second to plan what I would say, 


and then went to ask mom for the car keys. 


Kimmy sat waiting on her front porch. She leapt to her feet when she saw me drive up, 
yelled something through the door, and then ran to my car before I could get out. She wore an 
oversized T and denim jeans that had been cutoff mid-thigh. Her long, auburn hair — which she 
usually wore in a tail — was un-tethered and wild, giving her a frantic look as she jogged around 
to the passenger’s side, pulled open the door and threw herself in. 

“Drive,” she said. “Quick, before my parents see you.” 

I stood on the gas pedal. The Chrysler K car thought about it, decided it was okay, then 
cautiously accelerated away from the curb. We could’ve made a faster getaway walking. Fuck 
you very much, Mr. Iacocca. 

“What’s going on?” I asked, checking the rear view mirror for an out-of-control father 
running down the street with a shotgun. Not that he’d have to run very fast to catch us. Goddamn 
American cars. 

Kimmy turned to me. She leaned over and rested a hand on my knee. “Thank you for 
coming,” she said, and then kissed me on the cheek. 

I almost side-swiped a mailbox and the car jerked wildly as my driving leg spasmed 


under her touch. Kimmy yelped and sat back in her seat. 
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“Sorry,” I mumbled. “Kind of startled me there.” 

Kimmy laughed nervously. “I know. Startled myself a little too.” 

“Kimmy, what’s wrong? Are you okay?” 

“Oh Shane,” she rested a hand on my shoulder. “I’m fine. I just...I wanted to talk to 
you.” 

“Okay.” Her hand felt like an asbestos glove full of hot coals on my skin. Aside from the 
occasional horseplay, Kimmy and I weren’t the type of friends who touched each other. The 
physical contact made me jumpy. I didn’t know how to respond. Should I touch her back? I took 
a chance and squeezed her knee — a real quick grocery-store-freshness check — then put my hand 
back on the wheel. 

Smooth, Mr. Holloway. Smooth. 

“I lied to my parents,” Kimmy said. “I told them I was going with Heather to talk to a 
friend who just broke up with a boyfriend and was feeling suicidal. I hope they didn’t see you.” 

“Well, it was dark. I can pass for Heather in the dark,” I puckered my lips, batted my 
eyelashes, and flipped my hair like a supermodel. 

Kimmy laughed. “Not quite.” 

We continued in silence until we stopped at the KS-7 intersection. Two expansive fields 
on either side, a highway in front, and whatever Kimmy was running from coming up fast from 
behind. 

“Which way?” I asked. 

“God, I don’t know,” she said. “Where do people go to park?” 

“Park?” 


“You know, park? Like to make out?” 
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Holy shit! 

“Um...,” okay, Shane, this is it. She’s coming on to you — her hand is still on your 
shoulder. Christ, she actually kissed you! Don’t blow it! Be smart, be cool, we can do this. “I 
wouldn’t really know. I’ve never made out before. I know a back road behind the VA, next to the 
river, where I take my dog sometimes and let him run around. It’s pretty isolated.” 

“That sounds good,” she said. “We can talk when we get there.” 

Kimmy removed her hand from my shoulder. She folded her hands in her lap and sat 
quietly as I headed for the VA. I took this as a bad sign. She had probably been turned off by the 
whole never made out before thing. Either that, or, l ’ve never made out with a girl before, but we 


can go where I take my dog. Oh yeah. I was blowing it. 


There are times when the silent company of a good friend can be more comforting than 
any conversation. The austere drive to the VA Park was not one of them. Kimmy didn’t say a 
word; she just sat there looking out the window while I literally started sweating, worrying that 
somehow, someway, I was fucking everything up. To my credit, I erred on the side of keeping 
my mouth shut. I felt certain that any dumb quip I tried would be ill-received. So I kept it 
buttoned, kept my hands at three and nine, and let the anxiety boil my guts until we finally 
arrived at my dog’s favorite spot. 

“Here we are,” I said, putting the car in park. It was, indeed, the most secluded place you 
could imagine. To get there, you had to take disused gravel access roads running parallel to the 
train tracks, turn off onto a grassy trail that, at some point, had been packed down by heavy 
utility vehicles, and slowly creep through a tunnel of trees until you came to a clearing that was 


about the size of a convenience store parking lot. You wouldn’t want to try getting there after a 
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rain storm and doing it at night wasn’t the brightest of ideas either, but I’d misspent enough of 
my youth running around those woods, I could maneuver the trails blindfolded. 

And in the eerie dark of night, with a meager sliver of the summer moon hanging like a 
razor-hone scythe in the sky, you might be afraid of murderous mad men lurking in the shadows. 
Again, I knew from experience that there was so much dog shit piled around those trees, even the 
most twisted psycho would have trouble sneaking up on anyone while cursing and scrapping the 
bottoms of his shoes on any spot of grass that was still green. 

“This is it,” I spoke again, shifting in my seat to face Kimmy. 

“You weren’t kidding,” she said, taking it all in. “This is pretty isolated.” 

“Oh yeah. Yeah, I always figured if I was ever going to dig up little Susie’s grave and 
build a cage with her bones, this is where I’d do it.” Okay, that wasn’t exactly cool, but, as I 
knew Kimmy was a Warren Zevon fan, it wasn’t as creepy as you might think. 

“You always were an excitable boy,” she replied, getting it. 

Her eyes met mine. We held each other’s gaze for a long time. I was practically bursting 
with the need to say something, but I knew — I just knew — that whatever came out of my mouth 
would be wrong. So I sat and waited, hoping against hope that my eyes would not betray the 
screaming panic inside my head. 

“Can we go outside?” Kimmy asked. “These four walls...,” she mimicked a bad mime- 
in-a-box. “Closing in on me!” 

I laughed. “There’s a blanket in the trunk.” 

Kimmy got out and walked a few paces from the car. There wasn’t much by way of 
scenery — just a bare rectangular field that probably used to house a metal shed or small Quonset 


hut for the railroad, overrun with scrubby grass and lined on all four sides by tall trees blocking 
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the view of the river. But the sky was clear, the stars were bright, and the air had just enough of a 
summer chill to make it wonderful. 

I collected the blanket from the trunk and joined Kimmy where she stood with her arms 
crossed under her breasts, gazing up at the sky. 

“It’s really beautiful,” she said. 

‘So are you.’...No, too corny... Just say it!...No! She’ ll think I’m joking anyway... ‘So 
are you’! Say it! SAY IT! ...NO! It’s too late now anyway. The moment has passed...Oh, you'll 
die a virgin. A sad, pathetic virgin...Shut up. 

That’s just a sample of the internal debate that had been raging in my head all night. 

“Tt is very pretty,” I eventually said. 

“That is one thing I am going to miss,” she said dreamily. “The Kansas sky at night.” 

“Yeah,” I agreed. Then it hit me. “Whoa whoa whoa. Miss? What are you talking about?” 

“Spread the blanket, Shane,” she said touching my arm. “Let’s lie down and look at the 


bid 


sky. 


Kimmy was moving away. Her father was being transferred to England and, because he 
knew some people, she had been able to test for, and get into, an Oxford preparatory school. Two 
years in the prep school and she’d be accepted into Oxford. 

Oxford. 

Fuck a lot of Kansas University. 

She held my hand as she told me this, both of us lying side by side, looking at the stars. 

“And I am going to miss you,” she said when it was all over. 


“My God Kimmy. I can’t believe it.” 
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She leaned up on her side, rested her head in her hand, and smiled down at me. She 
looked so beautiful in the faint moonlight; wild brown hair framing her perfect oval face, her soft 
hazel eyes wide and curious, and her full lips slightly parted as if waiting for something to 
happen. 

Kiss her! ...Are you crazy? I can’t kiss her; she just said she was leaving...So? She 
fucking wants you to. Christ, she’s right there! KISS HER!...But she’s leaving the country. What 
are we going to do? Date across the ocean?... Who said anything about dating? Look, just sit up a 
little, put your arm around her and... 

“Oxford!” I exclaimed. “I’m going to know somebody at Oxford. Wow!” 

Kimmy laughed. She put her other hand on my chest. “It’s not that big a deal.” 

“Sure it is! That’s like where Isaac Newton studied.” 

“Actually he went to Cambridge. Benny Hill studied at Oxford.” 

“That’s still pretty good.” 

We smiled at each other for a while. Then Kimmy leaned in closer and said, very 
seriously, “Shane, there is something I want to do before I leave.” 

“Uh... Yeah?” 

“I want...,” She looked away. She shook her head and smirked. “This shouldn’t be so 
hard.” 

“What is it?” 

“Okay. You have to promise you won’t make fun of me or be mean or anything.” 

Now I sat up and looked at her earnestly. “Kimmy! I would never be mean to you.” 

“You sometimes make fun of me.” 


“No! I do? No I don’t! Really? You think I make fun of you?” 
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“You do. Sometimes.” 

“Oh God, Kimmy, I’m so sorry. I never intend to...or would ever want to make fun of 
you. When have I made fun of you?” 

“Shane.” She pushed me down. “Relax. I know you don’t do it maliciously. You’re just 
an excitable boy.” She hovered over me, so close loose strands of her hair fell down and tickled 
my cheeks. “But I don’t want you to joke about this.” 

“No,” I croaked. “I promise. No jokes.” 

“I want you to make love to me.” 

Unable to speak, I nodded my head. 

“Ts that a yes?” 

I nodded faster. 

She kissed me. Our lips parted. Her tongue entered my mouth. I grabbed her ferociously 
around the waist and crushed her body against mine. She gasped. 

“Shane!” 

“Oh God!” I let go. “Sorry! I am so sorry!” 

“No! No, it’s okay. It’s just...” She rolled off me. Her hand traveled down my stomach, 
stopping at the top of my jeans. “Ah jeeze,” she said, looking at the bulge between my legs that 
was about to make a lie of the dungarees slogan can’t bust ‘em. 

There was no way to hide it, and there were no mental tricks I could employ quickly 
enough to bring it down. I suppose whacking it with a sledgehammer might have worked — 
provided the hammer didn’t crack. But since I didn’t have one handy, all I could hope for was a 
sudden, dignified death. 


Then Kimmy did the unexpected. She reached down and stroked it. 
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I shuddered. I even came a little. But — and I’m no medical doctor, so I’m not sure this is 
exactly what happened — but my butthole clenched so tight, it sucked all the juice from my balls 
into my colon. 

So much for a dignified death. 

“Shane,” Kimmy whispered, her hand resting on my throbbing boner. “I want to know 
what this is like.” 


“Kimmy...I... 


“Jesus, Shane. You’re shaking like a leaf!” 


“yeah...” 
“Are you okay?” 
*.. duh, yeah...?” 
“What?” 


I sighed. Kimmy lay on top of me. She kissed me softly. “What’s wrong?” she asked. 

“I...I don’t know what I’m doing.” 

“Mmmm,” she kissed me again. “Neither do I. I thought we’d learn together.” 

More kissing. This time I was gentler with my hands. I slid them under her shirt and 
rubbed her back. I made an explorative move to her sides, touching her breasts. She kissed me 
harder when I did. Encouraged, I went for the bra strap. After a few unsuccessful tries at 
unhooking it, Kimmy reached back and with a deft, one-handed maneuver freed herself. She fell 
back onto me, mouth meeting mouth. 

I pushed the bra away and went at it with enthusiasm. Her tongue filled my mouth as I 


circled her nipples with my thumbs. I sucked her tongue, released it, then dipped my head and 
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kissed her neck. She moaned and stretched. I licked the underside of her chin. Then, working my 
way up, I nibbled her ear. 

That must have hit a spot because she yipped pleasurably and pulled away. She adjusted 
her legs and sat on my stomach. We locked eyes. She tilted her head slightly and grinned. She 
lowered her eyelids, whispered something I couldn’t hear, and then took off her shirt. 

“Oh Kimmy...,” I tried to find words to express myself. “Ah...,” Nothing seemed quite 
appropriate. “Kimmy...,” And finally I realized there were better things I could be using my 
mouth for anyway. 

I started with the collar bone, tracing it with my tongue. All the while my hands held her 
softly around the ribcage. I felt her body tremble with every breath. She made low sounds in the 
back of her throat as I kissed and licked her chest. When I dared open my eyes, I saw blossoms 
of blush on her perfect skin, making Rorschach patterns across her flesh. I wasn’t quite sure what 
that was all about, but I took it as a good sign. 

Her hands on the back of my head guided me to her breasts. She gasped when my teeth 
closed around a hardened nipple. I ran my tongue over the raised goose-flesh of her areolas. She 
pulled me in close. I wrapped my arms tightly around her. She held my face in her hands, leaned 
down and pressed her lips to mine. And as if by magic the whole wide world disappeared. It was 
now just us two, alone in the night, trying to solve the mystery one touch at a time. 

At some point I lost my shirt and found myself on top. The feel of skin on skin caused 
quite a frenzy and we kissed passionately, feverishly, while I ground my pelvis between her legs. 

This went on for a long, long time. Kimmy showed no intention of stopping me. She 


moved against me, played her hands over my body, and matched me kiss-for-kiss. 
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What the hell are you waiting for? Christmas?...Should I?...No, of course not. Just keep 
doing what youre doing and eventually you'll strike oil. Now stop thinking and do it!...God, I 
don’t know. What if...? Oh come on! She’s got her fucking legs hooked around your lily ass. 
Feel that? Yeah, that’s right. She wants it just as bad...Saints preserve us. 

I rolled off to one side and began a southbound journey, using my lips and tongue to 
blaze a trail. I paused at the belly button. There was a wispy patch of soft, almost imperceptible 
brown hair below her navel. I brushed my hand over her lower stomach until it rested on the 
button of her cutoffs. I started fiddling with the button. 

“Shane...,” she said. 

“Mmmm?” 

She grabbed my hand and led it way from her pants. She brought it to her lips and kissed 
the palm. “It’s late. We'd better go.” 


Damn. Damn! 


Even though I’d been tossed out at third, I was still ready to propose marriage on the 
ride home. Kimmy, bless her heart, snuggled up next to me and kept her hand on my thigh as I 
drove. It would be many years before the phrase ‘lasting more than four hours’ entered the 
lexicon of popular culture, but I had been sporting some form of wood — running the gambit from 
pine to petrified forest — since Kimmy first pecked my cheek at around ten o’clock. 

It was two o’clock now. 

I was exhausted, dazed, delirious, and happy. The perfect example of a love-sick fool. 

“Shane?” Kimmy said, rubbing my leg. 


“Mmmm?” 
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“We’re going to need... You know...Protection.” 

Booster rockets ignited. The car took flight. It punched a hole in the sky, circled the 
moon, and came back down for landing. 

“Uh...Okay.” I said. 

“And, actually...I’m leaving in two weeks. Less than two weeks. So we need to...you 
know. Plan something. Soon.” 

“Okay.” 

“T was thinking Friday night?” 

“Yeah. Yes, absolutely. Whenever.” 

“And you’ll be able to get the...protection?” 

“Yes. Yes, yes.” 

“And that'll give us the whole weekend.” She ran a finger up the inside of my thigh until 
it hit dogwood. She tugged my earlobe with her lips then whispered, “So buy more than one.” 

Eeep. 

Then an unpleasant clarity started to shine, clearing away the horny haze that had been 
clouding my head. “So, when exactly are you leaving?” I asked. 

“School starts on the 30th, but I'll be getting there a week early to settle. The 23rd.” 

It was the 8th. Well, the 9th actually. 

Like the lady said; less than two weeks. 

“Oh.” 

Kimmy breathed deeply through her nose, and then exhaled. She moved away from me 


and the absence of her warmth felt strange and unreal. 
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“I don’t want to show up in London like some naive, country girl,” she said, looking out 
the side window. 

And the light of truth exploded in my brain like a supernova. 

“You’re going to break my heart, aren’t you?” 


Kimmy didn’t reply. Her eyes were fixed on the stars spinning around the Kansas sky. 


I pulled into Kimmy’s driveway, put the car in park and cut the engine. Kimmy sat there 
with her hands folded in her lap. There was no smiling, no touching. No mischievous glances, no 
flirtatious gestures. Just a confused girl sitting next to an equally mixed up boy; both wondering 
what the hell they were getting themselves into. 

“We don’t have to go through with it,” she said, raising a shoulder. “If you think it’s 
wrong.” 

It was hard looking at her and not remembering all the hidden places my hands had 
explored, my lips had touched. The thought of losing those treasures was damned near 
unbearable. And it could only get worse if we went through with it. 

Hell yes it was wrong. Any fool could see that. 

Ah, but I wasn’t just any fool. 

“No, I want to do it. With you. I mean, we all have to do it sometime, right? Why not 
with you?” 

Would it help if I dragged you out of the car and slammed your head in the door a few 
times? Would that make you less stupid?...Couldn’t hurt... Try again and this 


time?...Yeah?...Don’t fuck up! 


28 


“What I mean to say, Kimmy, is that I love...I would love to do it with you. I really don’t 
mind that you’re moving away. Ah. I mean, I do mind. But I would mind even if we never did it 
because I really like you as a friend. And I’m going to miss you terribly no matter what happens 
between us. But if we do...do it...I wouldn’t mind. That.” 

I’m going to invent a time machine, go back to the day you were born and shoot you in 
the head...Thank you...Don’t mention it. Idiot. 

“I don’t want to hurt you, Shane,” Kimmy said. “Maybe it is a bad idea.” 

“No! No, in a way it makes perfect sense. Because I always wondered what it would be 
like to...to...to be with you. But then, you know, we’re such good friends it would seem 
awkward, right? Well, that and I figured you didn’t like me in that way anyway —” 

“— | did.” 

“You did?” 

“Well. Sometimes.” She gave me a smile and I almost wept in gratitude. I wasn’t fucking 
this up too badly after all. 

“So see? If we do this, then we'll both know. And because we’re such good friends, it’ Il 
be special between us. Something we’ll share forever. Your first time. My first time. It’ll be 
like...Special.” 

The front porch light flared to life. Kimmy’s eyes popped and her mouth formed an ‘O’. 
“My dad!” she cried, clawing at the door handle. 

“Oh shit!” I turned the key and started the engine. 

“PI call you!” she said, scrambling from the car. “Friday night!” 


I watched her run for the house. A large, hairy forearm opened the screen door. 


29 


I backed out of the driveway quickly, sitting low and hunched over, hoping to obscure the 
fact that I wasn’t Heather. I cleared the street, slammed it in drive, and punched the gas. The K 
car chuckled at my foolishness and proceeded to move forward at its own pace. Faster than a 
snail, but not quite as ambitious as a turtle. Show me a petition to sell Michigan back to Canada 
and Pll sign that bitch with a Sharpie. Twice. 

My head was pretty much a total wreck on the drive home. I wanted to tear down the 
moon; I wanted to hide in a cave. I wanted to scream out my lungs; I wanted to drive off a cliff. I 
wanted to run until I collapsed; I wanted to castrate myself with an ax. 

I wanted Kimmy and I to be together and in love forever. 

I wanted to just get fucking laid. 

I shifted in the seat and felt a sharp, searing pain as the tip of my penis tore away from 
my underwear. During the night’s activities, secretions had leaked and hardened, gluing my dick- 
hole to the cotton weave. 

Ey-ouch. 

But the pain didn’t last long at all. And that brief moment of agony was but a trifle 
compared to the hours of glory I’d just experienced. It had been worth it. Unquestionably worth 
it. 


Lesson learned, dear penis. Lesson learned. 
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LANSING, KANSAS -2012 

Like those old horror movies where the heroes sit around all day talking about how 
important it is to kill the vampire before the sun goes down, and then wait until after dinner to go 
hunting the damned thing, Virgil didn’t come to pick me up until around six in the evening. Of 
course we weren’t hunting vampires, and we sure as hell weren’t heroes, but I could have done 
without wasting the entire afternoon watching cartoons in the Holiday Inn. 

In fact, I had just been about to ask the hotel to arrange a rental car for me when Virgil 
rang from the lobby. In a fit of self-defeating childishness, I took my sweet time getting ready. I 
finished the last ten minutes of the cartoon (Spongebob’s okay but that squid guy is a real jerk), 
went to the bathroom, washed my face, sat on the edge of the bed and leisurely tied my shoes. I 
drummed my fingers on my knees inspecting my handiwork then, finally, left the room. 

The annoyed look on Virgil’s face was my reward. 

“What the fuck took you so long?” he snarled. “Been waiting here over fifteen minutes.” 

“Well you were supposed to pick me up after lunch.” 

“So what? So you make me wait down here because you’re all upset about it? Christ, you 
haven’t changed a bit. 

“No, I just wasn’t expecting you. I had to get ready again.” 

“Whatever.” 


Virgil stomped out of the lobby. I followed, grinning. 


Virgil drank from a bottle of JD, chasing it with Coors, as he drove west out of Lansing. 


I offered to take the wheel. Virgil shot me a scornful look and said, “You think I’m too drunk to 


drive?” 
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“T don’t know. Why risk it? I can drive. You can drink.” 

Virgil took another healthy swallow and sped up. “Yeah.” He wiped his mouth with the 
back of his hand. “I can drink.” 

Much to my relief, he pulled into the next gas station. I got out and walked around to the 
driver’s side. He rolled down the window and asked, “What are you doing?” 

“T thought you were going to let me drive.” 

“Fuck no.” He burped. “Nobody drives my truck but me. No, you want to help so bad, 
you can fill up the tank.” 

I did; paying at the pump with plastic. 

“Go buy another six,” Virgil called out the window as I screwed on the gas cap. “Coors if 
they have it. Miller otherwise.” 

“Are you kidding?” I said. “I’m not buying you any beer,” I lifted the handle on the 
passenger’s door and it snapped back on my fingers. Locked. 


“Anything but Bud,” Virgil shouted as I walked toward the convenience store. 


“You called me, remember?” I said, folding my arms across my chest. “You could at 
least show a modicum of appreciation for my being here.” 

Virgil snorted. “Modicum....” 

Jack chased with beer had thickened Virgil’s tongue, but it had done nothing to mellow 
his disposition. Fifteen minutes into the trip and he’d spent every second of it recalling what a 
punk-ass loser I used to be. And how, from where he sat, it looked like I hadn’t changed one 
fucking bit. 


I was getting pretty tired of it. 
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“Modicum,” I repeated. “If you want to know what that means, just take a look down 
your pants.” 

Thirty seconds or so passed. Then Virgil barked out a sharp laugh followed by a series of 
heh heh heh’s. 

Despite myself, I couldn’t help but smile. Were we really almost 50 years old? Really? 

“Shane,” Virgil said, wiping a laugh-tear from his eye. “In all seriousness — I hate like 
hell to have to see you again. Why did you even come?” 

I sighed. “You called me.” 

“T was drunk.” 

“Virgil...” 

“You should have told me I was being stupid. You should have hung up on me.” Virgil’s 
voice wavered. “You shouldn’t have come back.” He took another swig from the whiskey bottle 
and wiped his mouth. 

Last night, while once again drinking himself to sleep, Virgil had stumbled upon a cable 
channel that just so happened to be showing The Day After. He continued to drink while his eyes 
grew bloodshot red from watching the entire movie. He waited until the credits finished rolling, 
and then struggled off the couch, went to his computer and Googled my name. 

I'd been sitting by the phone, waiting for him to call. Thirty years since I’d talk to him, 
but I knew he would call. I had stumbled upon the same cable channel showing that movie too. 

“Stupid,” Virgil muttered. “Calling you was stupid; you flying up here was stupid. Us 
doing this is stupid.” 


“You want to turn around?” I asked. “Take me back to the airport?” 
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Virgil blinked a few times. Sighed. Then said, “What if it was just a coincidence? I mean, 
what if they really just showed that movie last night...just because? It didn’t have to mean 
anything. It doesn’t have to mean anything....” 

I shrugged. “Then turn around.” 

Virgil drove in silence for a while then exclaimed “Goddamnit!” and pounded the 
steering wheel with a heavy fist. 

It hadn’t been a coincidence. There isn’t a television programmer in the world — not even 
on cable — who would willingly broadcast The Day After in 2012. Where’s the market for it? 
Kids today don’t remember the USSR and nobody knows what a Steve Guttenberg is anymore. It 
certainly isn’t an exciting movie — it is slow and plodding and when the bombs drop they show 
five minutes of mushroom cloud stock footage. It’s a nuclear holocaust film without any 
zombies. Totally unrealistic by today’s standards. 

No, that movie was sent as a message. Watching it in a dark house, my wife and kids 
already tucked away asleep, I felt sick and scared but also...relieved. I’d been living so long with 
this hanging over my head; it would be good to have it finally resolved — one way or the other. 
And I had to assume Virgil felt the same way. 

It was time. Time for us to finish what we’d started the day after we filmed The Day 


After. 


34 


LANSING, KANSAS -— 1982 

Tuesday morning bright and early Brian, Virgil and I met Archer at his house. Mrs. 
Olson — ultra sexy in her ratty pink bathrobe, bunny slippers, and fresh-from-bed blown out hair 
— made sure we got our fill of waffles, sausage, eggs and orange juice. After breakfast we took 
one last inventory of our backpacks, checked our tires, filled our water bottles, tied our tennis 
shoes, and mounted our bikes. 

We lined up on the gently sloped driveway, grinning at each other. The sun peeked over 
the horizon, lighting a few purple clouds stretched across the sky. The air was warm and dry; it 
felt good just to breathe. 

The dawn of another perfect day in the Sunflower State. 

“This is nice,” Archer said. He lifted his chin and his nostrils flared. “This is good. I 
should get up this early every morning.” 

“The novelty wears off after a while,” Brian replied. He never slept in; too many chores, 
exercises, and family prayers to waste more than 6 hours a day lying down. 

“Well since we’re already awake,” Virgil said, putting his feet on the pedals. “Last one to 
Lawrence buys the first round!” 

He tore out of there fast and we followed in hot pursuit. I took one last look over my 
shoulder at Mrs. Olson standing on the front steps, steaming cup of coffee in hand. Had I been 
wearing a cowboy hat, I’d have used it to wave goodbye, flapping sweat-stained leather in the 
wind. 


Happy trails, my friend. Until we meet again.... 
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We stayed off the interstate, keeping to the back roads and rural routes. Lots of corn and 
cows. A few trucks. Even fewer cars. At one point we routed a couple of tow-headed kids, 
looked like brother and sister, riding horses. The boy wanted to race, but his sister’s shrill voice 
stopped the gallop before it even started. 

There were no mile markers and very few road signs so it was difficult to gage our 
progress, but we made good time. The first hour flew by with Virgil leading at a brisk pace. 
Brian stayed on his rear wheel while Archer and I rotated between third and fourth place. Then 
for a laugh I switch to high gear, set my teeth, thrust my rump in the air, and poured on the leg- 
power. I zoomed past everyone yelling, “Slower traffic and little girls keep right!” Virgil took 
the challenge and we raced hard for a good five hundred yards of flat blacktop. I had the better 
bike, but Virgil had the better spirit. I could have been riding a motorcycle and he still would 
have won. He pulled ahead and kept going. I stopped pumping and let my tired legs stick out as I 
coasted. “Okay, stop!” I hollered up the road. “You win! You win again, Virg.” 

Virgil swung around and waited for the rest of us. We caught up, clustered around him, 
and drank water from our sports bottles; heads back, squinting at the sun. Yup. Gonna be a hot 
one. Already the collars of our t-shirts were circled with dark crescents of sweat. I aimed the 
nozzle of my bottle at the back of Brian’s head and loosed a stream of water. He hunched his 
shoulders then turned to face me. I smiled. He shook his head sadly and then used his own bottle 
to blast me right on the nose. Virgil and Archer got involved and we had an impromptu water 
joust using bicycles instead of steeds. 

As instigator, I suffered the most attacks and came out of the ordeal looking like the 


winner of the gayest wet t-shirt contest ever. It felt good though; cool when the warm wind blew. 
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I plucked the sopping ‘Joe College’ Snoopy patch away from my chest and squeezed the poor 
dog in my fists. Water puddled at my feet. 

“Well, that was stupid,” Archer said. “Now we don’t have anything to drink.” 

“Not like this is the middle of the Sahara or anything,” Virgil replied. “We’ll stop at the 
next town and fill up. Besides, I could use a bite to eat.” True enough, it had been almost two 
hours since we’d gorged ourselves at Mrs. Olson’s breakfast table. Those young engines needed 
constant fuel. 

We came upon the next town — Tonganoxie — in less than a quarter hour. We all 
congratulated Archer on his fortitude and bravery for making it that far without water, though I 
assured him there was never any real danger because I had studied the ways of the Hop Zubu 
desert tribe and could make urine potable by filtering it through cornhusks. He’d been relieved to 
hear it. 

Not too many surprises in downtown Tonganoxie: a barber shop, general store, antiques, 
appliances, pharmacy...typical small town America. Soon the decline of such places would be 
much lamented by heartland troubadours, but in 1982 Springsteen himself would have looked 
around and said ‘Meh’. We followed Virgil to the West End Café — a hole-in-the-wall red-brick 
restaurant conveniently located on the, you guessed it, West side of town. 

The four of us hit the door and tumbled into the café on rubbery, bike-weary legs; still 
damp, laughing and carrying on like kids. One lone farmer at the counter acknowledged us with 
a raised eyebrow and a frown, and then went back to his cup of black. Either the breakfast crowd 
finished way early or this place was an absolute dump because he was the only customer and it 


was not yet eight o’clock. A waitress behind the register put her book down and rose to greet us. 
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She looked young, maybe still in her teens, and was surprisingly attractive. Thick, red 
hair pulled into a bun with loose strands hanging down past her shoulders. Green eyes, high 
cheeks, full lips that would never need red lipstick. And a really great body. I mean, stacked. Her 
little pink waitress outfit couldn’t do it justice and didn’t even try. The top two buttons of her 
blouse weren’t — probably couldn’t be — clasped leaving plenty of creamy cleavage exposed and 
the skirt strained to contain her hips when she walked. It rode up practically to her crotch and she 
tugged it down after every two steps. 

“Good morning,” she said grabbing a handful of menus. “Any particular place you boys 
want to sit?” 

“Wherever is convenient for you.” Virgil stepped up and poured on the charm, smiling 
brightly. 

“How ‘bout a booth?” She led the way, depositing us in the back corner. “Be right back 
with some water.” She set the menus down. 

“Maaaaaan,” Virgil spoke low, watching her ass as she walked away. “What the hell is 
that doing here?” 

“Waiting for you, obviously,” I said. Virgil nodded as if that made perfect sense. He kept 
his eyes on her while the rest of us studied our menus. 

The appearance of the sexy waitress once again brought Kimberly Bristol to the forefront 
of my mind. Specifically what Kimmy had said about protection: buying it. Since Sunday I had 
made a few furtive efforts to acquire some — eyeballing the rack behind the counter at the local 
convenience store while buying candy and a bunch of other shit I didn’t want from a mean 
looking old lady; pulling into the parking lot of a seedy bar known to have a dispenser in the 


men’s room — but had chickened out every time. Lansing is a small town. What if someone 
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recognized me? Shane Holloway? Buying condoms? I could just see the headline on the front 
page of the Leader: “Local Virgin Finally Gets Some”. Pretty bad. And worse: Kimmy’s 
yearbook headshot as an inset with caption; “The Lucky Girl”. 

Not worth the risk. 

But here in Tonganoxie? I could buy a crate of the fucking things and nobody back home 
would be any the wiser. 

All I needed was the courage to actually do it. 

The waitress returned with water. Virgil beamed at her as she set the glasses down. 
“Thank you,” he said. 

“Mmmm Hmmm.” She pulled a pencil from her hair-bun, took out her pad, and asked, 
‘What’ ll it be?” 

“Gosh...,” Virgil looked at his menu for the first time. 

“No hurry,” the waitress said. “But you mind if I sit down while you decide? It has been a 
long night and I don’t want to keep walking back and forth.” 

Virgil obliged, smashing Archer against the wall as he moved over to make space on the 
bench. The waitress sat down and made a face, wrinkling her pretty nose. Virgil’s eyes widened. 

“Oh! That’s....”” He tugged on his shirt to show her it was soaked. “That’s just water.” 

She threw back her head and laughed; a merry sound that echoed through the empty café. 
“Whew! I was gonna say...,” She ran a hand over the shoulder of Virgil’s damp shirt. “What 
happened?” 

“We got caught by a sprinkler. On our bikes. We’re biking to Lawrence.” 

“Really? Where from?” 


“Kansas City. Yeah, we’re going to be in a movie they’re filming there.” 
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“Really?” 

“Well, Iam,” Archer interrupted, leaned forward to look at her. “It’s called The Day 
After. Have you heard of it?” 

Virgil elbowed him and Archer sat back. 

“No I haven’t.” The waitress reached up and undid her hair. Lots of reddish brown locks 
fell around her shoulders. She shook it out. “But that sounds like a lot of fun. Kansas City? That 
seems like a long way to bike.” 

“We stopped at Leavenworth last night and stayed with a friend,” Virgil lied again, 
clearly trying to impress her by making us out to be some big city hotshots. I can’t say I blamed 
him. With her fiery hair cascading down her shoulders and her emerald cat’s eyes bright and 
curious as she studied us, she looked about as beguiling a woman as Id ever seen. Still, there 
was something about her smile that made me uneasy. It was a little off, a little crooked. Gave her 
a wry look. A knowing look. As if she saw through us no matter what lies Virgil put forth. 

Her smile said she recognized us for what we were — four small town boys goofing on 
some road trip; away from home and acting stupid. Perfect victims for a psychotic, sexy waitress 
to seduce, kill, and chop up into a stew to serve as the blue-plate special. 

Or, could be, she was just flirting. 

“Mmmm.” The waitress settled her piercing eyes on Archer and said, “You look 
familiar.” 

“Well, I have done some modeling,” Archer replied. “Maybe you’ve seen me in a 
newspaper? The Leavenworth Times? I did a sportswear add for Dickerson’s? It ran pretty much 


every Sunday edition last summer.” 
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“Cool,” she said. “But, no. We don’t get the Leavenworth paper out here. Probably just 
your face, though. You’ve a very handsome face.” 

“Well... Thank you.” 

Virgil’s left arm twitched under the table and Archer made a pained expression. He bit 
his lips and sat back. 

“And you two.” She pointed across the table at Brian and I. “I can tell you’re brothers.” 

“Twins,” I said. Brian scowled. 

“Mmmm.” She rested a hand on Virgil’s shoulder then set her cheek against her hand. 
When Virgil turned his head, his nose landed in her hair. “Sorry,” she said, closing her eyes. “It 
has been a long night. Hope you don’t mind?” 

“Not at all.” Virgil moved his left hand as if to touch her, hesitated, and then set it on the 
table. She sighed deeply and said, “You’re very strong.” 

Virgil rolled his eyes towards us and silently mouthed the words what the fuck? Brian and 
I shrugged. 

She sighed again then lifted her head. “I know what you’re thinking.” She turned her 
ironic smile towards Virgil and said, “You’re thinking pancakes? Eggs maybe?” 

Virgil laughed. “Yes, actually. What’s good here?” 

“Honestly? It’s all pretty bad.” She twisted from side to side, working out the kinks. “If 
you want, I get off work at eight. You all are welcome to come to my place for breakfast. My 
sisters and I cook really good food.” 

“Your place?” Virgil asked. 

“Mmmm hmmm. Well. It is more of a farm really. Just me and my sisters live there. We 


grow our own vegetables and fruits, raise our own chickens. It’s very good.” 


41 


She raised her arms, arched her back, and made a low moaning sound as she stretched her 
lower back. Unable to help himself, Virgil stared blatantly at her chest. 

“So when I say sisters,” the waitress continued. “I mean sisters like you two are 
brothers.” She pointed at Brian and I. “Adopted sisters. Different parents, but we’re like family 
anyway. One of my sisters? She’s black too.” 

“Hey,” Brian said, monotone. “Great.” 

“Mmmm.” The waitress smiled at him. “It is, isn’t it?” 

“That does sound great!” Virgil said. “Just great!” 

“You know what we really need?” I jumped out of the booth. “To fill our water bottles. 
Come on, guys, let’s go get “em.” 

Virgil glared at me. “We don’t need to do that now.” 

“We should,” I said, moving towards the door. Brian followed me. “Arch? Let’s go.” 

“Excuse me,” Archer started crowding Virgil. The waitress stood up and let them both 
out. 

“Sure,” the waitress said. “And I’ll write out directions to our place. It is just outside of 


town. You'll love it.” 


“Here’s what we do,” Virgil said. He literally had us in a huddle; arms linked over 
shoulders, standing in a circle by the side wall of the West End Café. “We scrap this stupid 
movie thing, bike out to that hippy chick’s fucking commune, and spend the next two days ball 
deep in sweet country pussy. What do you guys say?” 

“No,” Brian said. 


“Fuck that,” from Archer. “I want to be in the movie.” 
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“Ha. I don’t think so Virg.” I concluded. 

Virgil switched tactics: divide and conquer. “Brian. Why not? Come on man, she said she 
has a black chick out there. A black chick, Brian. When was the last time you actually had a 
black chick?” 

“Uh huh,” Brian said in a tone that ended that line of conversation toot sweet. 

“Right. Archer. Do you really think this movie is going to make you a star? Come on, 
man!” 

“Well it might not make me a star, but it definitely won’t give me crabs.” 

“Shit.” Virgil turned to me last. “Shane. What do you say? We didn’t ask, but maybe she 
has a brother out there for you?” 

“Oh, har dee fucking har har.” 

Virgil broke huddle. “You guys are killing me here.” 

“You ever heard of the Bloody Benders?” I asked. 

“What?” 

“The Bloody Benders? A family of serial killers who operated outside of Coffeyville in 
the late 1800s. They had this sexy redhead daughter who would lure travelers back to their farm 
and while the poor saps were sitting at the dinner table, mouth full of chicken thinking about 
nailing the farmer’s daughter, Old Man Bender would come out from behind a curtain and whack 
them in the head with a hammer. They found over two dozen men buried in the Bloody Bender 
Orchard. True story.” 

Virgil looked at me. Blinked twice. Then said, “We don’t have to spend the whole day 
there, but come on guys. Please. Let’s just ride over for breakfast and see what happens. I 


promise we’ ll leave by noon.” 
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“No,” Archer said forcefully. “The whole point behind this trip is to get. In. That. Movie! 
Not to get in strange pussy. Besides, don’t you think there will be plenty of that in Lawrence 
anyway? College girls who have probably been vaccinated?” 

Archer, who had sport-fucked his way through just about every bow-legged girl in our 
high school, was acutely sensitive to the dangers of venereal disease. Crud on my dick once, 
shame on you. Crud on my dick twice, shame on me. 

“Damnit!” Virgil scowled, recognizing the truth in Archer’s words but loath to give up a 
sure thing. “Okay. You guys win. But we’re going to get the directions anyway. Maybe we can 
stop by on our way back.” 

That seemed like a reasonable compromise. We grabbed our bottles and followed Virgil 
into the café. The waitress had set three pitchers of ice cold water on the counter for us. 

“Thank you so much for the invitation.” Virgil walked over and gently took her hands. 
“The thing is; we have to be at Lawrence real soon. The director is counting on us for this 
important scene — if we’re not there, he’ Il have a fit.” 

“Mmmm,” the waitress replied. She tilted her head and that enigmatic smile of hers grew 
a shade more wicked. “Too bad.” 

“Tt is. It is. But we will be coming back this way tomorrow. Maybe we can stop by then?” 

“Sure.” 

“Because I’d love to see your farm.” 

“Okay.” She handed him a piece of paper. “Here’s the directions. Come by any time.” 


“Oh,” Virgil took the paper. “Okay. That was easy. I mean. Well...” 
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Brian grabbed Virgil’s arm and pulled him away. Even though we hadn’t ordered 
anything, Archer put a couple of dollars on the counter. “For the water,” he said, and we started 
to leave. 

As the last one to the door, I thought I’d take the opportunity to be clever. I turned and 
asked, “Your name’s not Bender is it?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“Your last name? It’s not Bender is it?” 

“Oh, that is funny.” She moved towards me, hips swaying, eyes locked on mine. “No,” 
she said. “But my first name is Katie.” 

I swallowed a lump that had formed in my throat. “Wh-wha?” I stammered. 

“Katie Bender.” She stood next me now, close enough to smell the strawberry shampoo 
in her luxurious hair. “That was the daughter’s name. From the Bloody Benders? That is what 
you’re talking about, isn’t it?” 

“How did...?” I took a step back, bumping into the door. 

“They never did catch her, you know.” She reached around, her chest brushing against 
my arm as she pushed and held the door open. “One theory is she escaped to Europe where she 
married into Royalty. Others say she died a pauper in New York. An interesting story either way, 
don’t you think?” 

“Yes. Th-thank you.” I backpedaled out of the restaurant. 

“Hope to see you at the farm tomorrow.” Her smile widened. She struck a pose in the 


doorway. “And don’t worry — I promise we won’t kill you if you come.” 
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Okay, Tonganoxie. The sexy/psycho waitress? That was just creepy. So now you owed 
me. And I aimed to collect my due in condoms. 

“Hold up,” I called to my traveling companions. We were passing a general store on the 
way out of town and I pulled into the parking lot. “I gotta...P I just be a minute.” I hopped off 
my bike and carelessly propped it against the building. “Just wait for me one second.” 

“T could go for a Snickers,” Virgil said and dismounted too. 

“Maybe they have some peanuts or something.” Brian followed, rubbing his tummy. 
Archer joined them making the party complete. 

Just what I wanted. Witnesses. 

The clerk was a pleasant looking middle aged gentleman with spectacles and a bowtie. 
He greeted us warmly and offered us help. Virgil asked for candy and he directed him to aisle 6. 
I split from the group and headed to the back of the store where the pharmaceuticals were kept. 
Aspirin, bromo, Band-Aids, eye drops, ear drops, woo woo woo. Nada. Next aisle — adult 
diapers, tampons. Getting warmer. One more aisle over — magazines. Magazines? Crap. 

I retraced my steps, scanning the low shelves in case I missed them first time around. 
Nope. No rubbers. 

Crap crap crap. Was I going to have to ask Fred McMurry up there where they kept the 
prophylactics? Could I actually do something that...bold? But then really, what would be so bold 
about it? Not like I was ever coming back here again. For all that guy knew I was just another 
normal, sexually active man doing the responsible thing by wearing protection. Unless he was 
Catholic. In which case he would judge me as a sinner. But so what what he thinks? Who the hell 
is he anyway? Some asshole clerk at a two-bit five and dime smack dab in the middle of butt- 


fuck Kansas. Screw him and his holier than thou attitude! 
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Brian appeared at the end of the aisle holding a paper bag full of snacks. “Oh good,” he 
said. “You found the tampons.” 

I just so happened to be standing by the feminine hygiene products while having my little 
mental breakdown. Typical. 

“You ready to go?” I said quickly, moving down the aisle. 

“We’re waiting on you.” 

“T’m ready. Come on.” 

“But you were the one wanted to stop here. Aren’t you getting something?” 

“No. They don’t have it.” 

“What?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Did you ask the guy?” 

“No. Come on.” 

We were at the front of the store now. The clerk acknowledged us with a smile. 

“Just ask the guy,” Brian said, then turned to the clerk. “Excuse me, sir, my friend is 
looking for some...,” to me, “What is it you need?” 

“Nothing. Really.” 

“Sometimes what you don’t see on the shelf,” the clerk said, “we have in the stock 
room.” 

Think, Shane. Think. 

“Yeah, um...Do you have any tennis balls?” I asked. 

“Tennis balls?” the clerk looked at the ceiling. “No. No I don’t believe we carry tennis 


balls. You might try Fogerty’s down on Spruce street.” 
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“Well, it was a long shot. Thank you anyway. Come on Brian.” 


“Tennis balls?” Brian muttered as we left the store. 


“You didn’t get anything?” Virgil asked through a mouth full of Snickers. 

“I thought you were the one wanted to stop here?” Archer added. He bit into a 3 
Musketeers bar. They were waiting by the bikes, sitting with their backs against the wall 
watching the traffic down Main Street. Brian tore into a bag of nuts and sat with them. 

“Said he wanted tennis balls.” 

Virgil and Archer looked at me. “Tennis balls?” 

“Since when did my shopping habits become so all-fire interesting?” 

“He probably needs something embarrassing and he doesn’t want us to know about it,” 
Archer guessed right. “Preparation H or something.” Well, almost right. 

“Condoms?” Virgil’s gutter mind rose to the occasion. “Yeah, look at him. Condoms. 
That waitress has him worried — thinking he might get lucky this trip.” 

“Whatever.” I joined them on the ground. Brian offered me some peanuts. I shook my 
head. 

“Look here,” Virgil leaned forward and retrieved his wallet from a back pocket. “I got 
you covered.” He took a three-pack of Trojans from the fold, tore one off and tossed it at me. I 
fumbled it in the air then threw it right back. 

“Put those away,” I said, embarrassed. 

Virgil leaned over and slapped the foil covered, half-dollar sized rubber on the concrete 
in front of me. “Seriously. Keep it. Because I am declaring it my mission in life to get you laid. 


Tonight, Shane? Tonight you’re going to give up your cherry.” 
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“Right.” I scooped up the condom and crammed it in my pocket just to get it out of sight. 
“Thank you very much Mr. Templeton, but I’ll have you know that I don’t need your help 
getting laid. I’m doing quite well on my own.” 

Virgil chuckled. Then Archer snickered. Even Brian smiled big enough to show teeth. 

“You know that doesn’t count, Shane.” 

And they all laughed. 

“That’s right,” I said. “Laugh it up. Ha ha ha! But you might just be surprised at how 
much action I get. Just because I don’t go around pounding my chest every time I bag a slut like 
you guys. Fucking apes.” 

Brian pushed my shoulder and made me wobble. “Come on, Shane,” he said. “It’s 
nothing to be embarrassed about.” 

“Tm not —” 

“Nothing to be proud of either,” Virgil interrupted. 

Brian turned on him. “Yes it is. Sure it is. You can stay out of a lot of trouble by not 
messing around. I respect Shane for his self-control.” 

“I could see that if it were you or I,” Virgil countered. “Or even Archer here. But I 
guarantee you it isn’t self-control that’s keeping Shane cherry. He would do it if he had the 
chance.” 

“He’s never even been on a date,” Archer added. 

“Thank you,” Virgil acknowledged the contribution. “You see? It’s a natural progression 
of life for most kids. They reach an age, they have sex — the world turns. Shane’s problem is that 
he’s a little too different from most kids. That’s why he can’t get with a girl.” 


“Now just hold on —” I started to defend myself but Brian cut in. 
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“No, the reason most kids have sex young is because they don’t have the discipline or 
self-control to wait. That’s not natural progression, it’s just foolishness. Shane is waiting for the 
right girl and I respect that.” 

“I guarantee you that if, say, that waitress back there? If she would have offered to take 
him in the kitchen and fuck his brains out, Shane would have done it in a heartbeat.” 

“Yeah, and the next day his dick would fall off.” Archer shuddered at the thought. “She 
was scary.” 

“You don’t know Shane like I do,” Brian said, shaking his head. “He wouldn’t have done 
that waitress. He won’t go with just any girl. He’s waiting for the right one. And I’m telling you 
there is nothing wrong with that.” 

“Come on guys —” I tried again. 

“Okay, I will give you this much,” Virgil talked right over me. “Shane is smart and 
careful and, yes, he probably wouldn’t do it with just any girl because he wouldn’t want to catch 
a disease,” he tipped his chin at Archer who nodded, “or get caught up in some crazy 
relationship. But! If Shane could nail someone like that waitress, with no strings attached and no 
chance for it to backfire on him? If he could fuck some clean girl and then never see her again? 
Oh, he would be all over that.” 

Yikes! Virgil had just described the situation with Kimmy dead on. And he was right: the 
circumstance was absolutely ideal — love ‘em and have ‘em leave me. No complications, no 
guilt. And she was a virgin too, so I didn’t have to worry that Archer had gotten there first. But 
no, that situation was not ideal. Ideal would be if she wasn’t leaving; if she stayed and became 


my girlfriend. That’s what I wanted — a long term relationship with a great girl. Didn’t I? I would 
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be a fantastic boyfriend. Wouldn’t I? If she wasn’t moving away, Kimmy and I could be happy 
and in love forever. Couldn’t we? 

Lost in thought, I forgot all about the impromptu psychoanalysis being performed on me 
by my so-called friends until I noticed an odd silence. I looked over to find them staring at me, 
waiting. 

“What?” I asked. 

“Answer the question,” Archer said. 

“If you knew you wouldn’t get caught, would you have sex with a girl in a coma?” Virgil 
repeated. 

“No, not again.” I joked. Then said, “Okay — first they don’t have my tennis balls, now I 
have to put up with this bullshit?” I got to my feet. “Let’s saddle up and ride out of this 
Godforsaken town. We’re burning too much daylight.” 


Ten minutes later Tonganoxie was behind us, our destiny on the horizon. 


Kansas is flat. You don’t really appreciate how flat until you bike across a good hunk of 
it. Flatsville. Sure, the sunflowers are nice, and sometimes you see cows, horses, even sheep, but 
man. It is flat. 

After two hours of unrelenting flatness — think watching a long Maggie Gyllenhall movie 
—we finally came upon the tall trees, small houses, and automotive repair shops of North 
Lawrence. A nerve-jarring jaunt across the narrow 59/40 bridge — a dizzying drop into the 
Kansas River on the right, a wall of speeding traffic on the left — and we were in Lawrence 


proper. 
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Virgil led the way to his brother’s apartment — a converted four-plex on Tennessee, about 
midway between KU and Massachusetts. Nice enough neighborhood — quaint houses, clipped 
yards — but you could tell from the punk rock posters and marijuana flags hanging in the 
windows that the block was basically an off-campus dormitory. We pedaled around to the 
detached garage and stashed our bikes out of the way. After so many hours hunched over 
working my legs, standing up was a sweet relief. 

The back door to the house was open and we entered into a communal kitchen. Dirty 
dishes, pizza boxes, and beer cans everywhere. Greenback flies as big as the tip of your thumb 
buzzed over a vile smelling trashcan. Past the kitchen into the sitting room — even more pizza 
boxes and beer cans, some Playboy and Penthouse magazines scattered about, and overflowing 
ashtrays holding funny looking cigarettes. A record player and two beanbags in the corner, 
awash in a sea of vinyl disks and rock ‘n roll album covers. The room stank of smoke and body 
odor. 

“Man,” Virgil said, soaking up the ambiance. “I can’t wait for college.” 

We climbed the stairs to where the rooms were and met a glassy eyed, greasy haired 
student on his way from the bathroom. 

“Hi,” Virgil said. “We’re looking for Wyatt?” 

“Who?” 

“Wyatt Templeton. He’s my brother.” 

“Oh yeah,” the student smiled sheepishly and nodded his head. He shuffled passed us 
cautiously and entered his own room. He closed the door softly behind him. 

“Uh.... Thanks!” Virgil said to the closed door. Further down the hall a note had been 


tacked to a door. Virgil stopped, tore the note away and read it aloud. 
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“I’m not here. The key is under the mat. You or your friends touch my stuff I'll kill you. 
Love, Wyatt.” 

“Well.” Virgil wadded the note in his fist and tossed it over his shoulder. “This must be 
it.” He bent down, lifted the KU Jayhawks Welcome mat, and came up with the key. 

“That’s just foolish,’ Brian groused as Virgil worked the lock. “Why even bother locking 
the door if you’re going to post a note telling everyone the key is under the mat?” 

“Wyatt’s a Physical Education major,” Virgil swung the door open. “Cut him some 
slack.” 

Wyatt’s room was a continuation of the downstairs filth but with the added benefit of 
dirty clothes covering the bed, the desk, and the chair. With reckless disregard for our very lives, 
we chucked enough of Wyatt’s stuff out of the way to make room for us to sit and relax after the 
morning’s long ride. 

“So Archer,” Virgil kicked off his shoes and wiggled his toes. “What’s the plan? How do 
we become famous?” 

“Open casting at Memorial Stadium,” Archer explained, fanning away Virgil’s foot stink. 
“As soon as I take a shower, I’m going over there. You can come, just try not to embarrass me in 
front of the Hollywood people.” 

“Sounds like fun...,” Virgil lounged back and closed his eyes. 

Archer took some clothes from his backpack and headed for the bathroom. “...you little 
snot,” Virgil finished as soon as the door closed. 

“Now don’t start anything,” Brian said. “Archer’s all right.” 

“Yeah, he’s okay,” Virgil agreed. “Just thinks a little too highly of himself.” 


Brian and I took off our shoes and got comfortable. It was nice being still. 
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Then Virgil started talking again. 

“Not like you.” He raised a finger and lazily pointed at me. “Shane. You don’t have 
nearly enough confidence.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Look at you: there is nothing physically wrong with you, you aren’t exceptionally ugly 
or fat or anything. Yet you don’t go out for sports, you don’t date girls, all you do is draw those 
stupid comics and crack wise. You could be way more popular if you put in even a little bit more 
effort. These are the best years of our lives, man. And you’re wasting yours.” 

Virgil’s words sat there for a while, hanging heavy in the room. Then I leaned over and 
fake-whispered to Brian, “I think Virgil’s going to ask me on a date, but I don’t have a thing to 
wear!” 

Virgil made a disgusted sound. “See? That’s what I’m talking about. It’s all a joke to you, 
but just watch. In the end? You’ll be the only one laughing.” 

“Jesus Christ, Virgil. What’s gotten into you? You’ve been watching too much Donahue 
or something?” 

“No. I just think you’ve been selling yourself short.” 

Oh really? | wanted to say. So if I worked a little harder I could become a big man like 
you, Virg? Get drunk and stupid every weekend? Treat people like dirt? Maybe even get a 
girlfriend like yours so I could cheat on her all the time? Become a big stud valued only for my 
ability to score points in childish games because I’m never going to grow up! And twenty years 
from now I can still brag about what a high school football star I was to the other guys working 


the used car lot. 


54 


Of course I didn’t say any of that. Virgil had been right about one thing; I lacked the 
confidence to stand up for myself. So I brushed it off. 

“Yeah, thanks Virg. That means a lot to me. Really.” 

“Whatever, man.” Virgil ended the conversation magnanimously. “So Brian,” he 
switched tracks, “You still going to do dual as tackle this year? You don’t think that’s stretching 
you thin?” 

“I don’t see as I have a choice. Who else is going to do it? Jared was the only other player 
who could fill that slot halfway decent and he graduated.” 

“T was looking at some of the Juniors coming up.... What do you think about Scott?” 

“Valdez?” 

“Yeah.” 

“T don’t know, man. He’s all over the place.” 

“Eh, he looked a little better during practices this summer.” 

“He definitely bulked up, that’s for sure.” 

Blah blah blah. I suppose the football nattering was Virgil’s way of excluding me from 
the conversation: Sorry, wuss-boy. Time for the men to talk. 

Well they could have their discussion about the jock-sizes of underclassmen. I had other 
things on my mind. Like condoms. And how many would I need this weekend. And how I hoped 


it would be a hell of a lot more than just the one burning a hole in my pocket. 


The dead and the dying filled K.U.’s Memorial Stadium. Skeletal men, wrapped in filthy 


rags congregated in groups to compare their blistering sores and blood soaked bandages. Pallid 


women, eyes sunken in and faces smudged with soot, worried amongst themselves if they would 
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make it through the day. These people — these walking corpses — represented the dreadful result 
of a nuclear holocaust. They were civilization’s last refugees; waiting to join the swollen ranks of 
the dead. 

But mostly they were waiting for the caterers to set up the lunch buffet. 

Welcome to Hollywood by way of Kansas. 

A local newspaper had reported on the production in an article titled How To Spend A 
Million Dollars In Lawrence. While scouting locations in the countryside, Nicholas Meyer, the 
director, would visit working farms to rent trucks, tractors, and other equipment for veracity. 
Often the farmers would offer to let him borrow the junk free of charge. Free of charge! Coming 
from Los Angeles, Mr. Meyers thought it was like some kind of crazy, upside-down bizarro 
world out here. Free of charge...We’ll just see about that! The studio had money and he was 
going to spend it. Thank you for the offer, Mr. Farmer, but no, we can’t just borrow this old red 
tractor. After all, what if it gets damaged during the production? No, we’ll have to pay you. How 
much? A hundred? For a whole tractor? Better make that five hundred, Mr. Farmer. A tractor 
should cost at least a five hundred. And we’ll need someone to operate it. Can you spare a 
couple of hours? Well pay you for your time. How does another five hundred sound? 

And the extras — mostly locals and college students — joyfully subjected themselves to the 
grizzly makeup, tattered wardrobe, and endless waiting of a movie shoot for nothing more than 
free meals. They didn’t complain or ask questions or try to promote themselves — they just 
laughed with their friends and pigged out on fruits and cold cuts until Mr. Meyer yelled Action! 
and then they shuffled around wide-eyed and nervous, trying hard not to look directly at the 


cameras, confused expressions on their faces. Turns out Kansans make perfect zombies. 
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Mr. Meyer told the local newspaper reporter that he’d never had such a great experience 
producing a film and he wished he could make all his movies in the Midwest from now on. 


Who knows? He might have even meant it at the time. 


Archer Olson arrived on the scene freshly scrubbed and dressed to impress the 
Hollywood people with a preppy dipshit ensemble: chino slacks and a sporty shirt with tiny 
tennis rackets stitched on the pocket. The rest of us wore honestly faded blues and t-shirts of 
varying refinement: Brian’s a plain forest green; Virgil’s showcasing the silhouette of a comic 
book-muscled weightlifter; and mine a thin black line circling the midsection broken up by the 
bulbous nose, grasping fingers, and surprised eyes of the Kilroy was here character. 

Archer rattled off things we shouldn’t do to avoid embarrassing him — Don’t tell anyone 
were from Lansing, they'll think we’re escaped convicts... Virgil, please, try not to act like such 
a jock. These are artistic people here...Brian, would it kill you to smile? You always look so 
pissed off...Shane...Just...Just keep your mouth shut — as we made our way through the crowds, 
looking for someone important. 

A group of locals passed our way, hooting and hollering, wads of cash in their fists. 

They were bald. 

“Hey!” one of them said to us. He pointed to a tent set up in the corner of the football 
field’s end-zone. ““They’re paying $100 to shave your head!” 

“$150 if you’re a girl!” A pug-nosed female — also bald — whooped as she rubbed a hand 
over her smooth dome. 


“What?” I asked. 
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“Yeah man. They want us for, like, a radiation sickness scene they’re about to film in the 
gymnasium. You better hurry if you want to get in on it. $100!” 

They continued on their way, waving green in the air. 

How To Spend A Million Dollars In Lawrence, indeed. 

“What do you guys think?” Virgil asked, running fingers through his brown hair. 

“No way,” Archer replied, checking his own perfectly swooped forelock of dark 
chocolate. “Not for a hundred, not for a thousand.” 

Brian and I looked at each other. Brian normally kept his curls tight against his scalp and, 
even though my dirty blonde feathers fell to my shoulders, I obviously wasn’t a slave to fashion. 
We were both thinking the same thing: easy money. 

“A hundred is a lot,” Brian said. 

“A whole week working part time at the hardware store.” 

“Forget it,” Archer said. “You'll look like one of those Nazi skinheads, Shane. And 
Brian, you'll look even angrier than you already do.” 

“Nobody calls Yul Brynner a Nazi,” I countered. 

“You're not Yul Brynner. At best you’ll look like that guy from Hills Have Eyes.” 

“Let’s just go check it out,” Virgil said. “If nothing else sounds like somebody over there 
knows what’s going on.” 

As we approached the tent a tanned, white-haired young man intercepted us. He carried a 
clipboard and there was a walkie-talkie attached to the belt holding up his cargo pants. “You 
four,” he stopped us. “We haven’t used you yet, have we?” 


“No sir,” Archer stepped out, eager to be recognized. “We just got here.” 
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“T can tell by your clothes.” The young man looked at Archer’s face and did a double 
take. “Wow,” he said, then called over his shoulder, “Anne! Come look at this!” 

A chubby girl wearing cat’s eyes glasses on her cute face came out of the tent. “What it 
is, Stephen? I’m almost done with the cue-balls and I really need to start —” she saw Archer. “Oh 
my.” 

“I know!” Stephen practically squealed with delight. “Like a gift from heaven isn’t he?” 

Anne came forward and took Archer’s face in her hands. Archer smiled a fake smile and 
held it while she inspected him. “I’m thinking that cute little Puerto Rican from The Bloodhound 
Gang.” 

“Ricardo?” Stephen offered. 

“No, the other one.” 

“Ricardo is the Puerto Rican.” 

“Cuff.” 

“Cuff is Italian. And besides, he doesn’t look anything like Cuff.” 

“Not exactly like Cuff. Cuff is too pretty and too innocent. He has Cuff s beauty, but with 
an edge to him. Like a big Cuff who has lost his innocence.” 

Stephen got in the act now, using his hands to brush Archer’s hair away from his 
forehead and smooth it down on the sides. 

“We have to use him,” Stephen said. 

Virgil’s face reddened from suppressing laughter. Brian had to turn away. Even I could 
barely contain myself, my eyes watering from the effort. 

“Yes,” Anne agreed. “A soldier.” 


“Oh! Perfect!” 
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“Get him to wardrobe.” Anne let go of Archer’s face. “And hurry. They’re filming the 
provisions scene over at Lot 3 in an hour.” 

“Perfect.” Stephen ran his hand down Archer’s arm and held him by the wrist. “You see 
that trailer? Go over there and tell them you’re a soldier for the provisions scene. Then come 
right back here when they’re through with you.” 

“Thank you,” Archer muttered, avoiding Stephen’s eyes. 

Stephen almost seemed surprised to see us when Archer pulled away. “Oh, I am sorry. 
Are you all together?” 

“Oh, you know,” I said, my voice trembling. “It’s not like we’re married or anything.” 

Virgil cleared his throat and Brian rubbed his chin. 

“Farmers.” Stephen decided. “Go tell wardrobe you’re farmers for the provisions scene. 
Hurry up now,” Stephen gave Archer a gentle shove in his lower back. “Go!” 

We followed Archer singing at the top of our lungs: “Whenever there’s trouble, we're 


there on the double. We’re the Bloodhound Gang!” 


And that’s how I wound up acting in one of the biggest movie events of the 80s. Stephen 
swept Archer away promising close-ups and maybe even speaking a line while Brian, Virgil and 
I got lumberjack shirts and gimme caps — farmer couture. We were rushed to an unpaved 
overflow parking area on the edge of campus where the film crew was just finishing setup. They 
spent the next two hours just finishing the setup. We stood around eating snacks and drinking 
soda from the back of a truck, waiting. The happy caterer kept plying us with more food — 
sandwiches, salads, pastries, candy, fruits. After we’d sampled everything he had to offer, he 


discretely popped the cork from a Champaign bottle hidden in an ice chest and poured us Dixie 
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cup cocktails. I thought that was a bit extravagant but the caterer laughed it off. He winked and 
told us that the money he was making off this movie was going to put his daughter through 
college. 

By the time the film crew had just finished just finishing, we were all a little silly from 
too much sweets and bubbly drunk in the afternoon sun. The provisions scene called for us to 
crowd around the back of an army truck and clamor for supplies. The soldiers — Archer amongst 
them — felt sorry for us, but had a job to do. They forced us back at gun point, apologizing all the 
while. When the assistant director called for Action! we flailed our fists, roared our displeasure, 
then cowered away when machinegun muzzles swung through the air. Great! The AD said. Let’s 
do it again! 

And we did. Again and again. Each time more exaggerated than the last. By the end, we 
were hoarse from yelling and our arms were limp as wet spaghetti from gesticulating. The AD 
loved it, promised it was gold, and told us to get some food. 

The happy caterer stood by his truck, smiling. 

We mingled with the other extras while pigging out on crab cakes and pasta salad. Virgil 
maneuvered himself close to an attractive blond girl while Brian and I joined the crowd that had 
gathered around two immensely entertaining college students telling funny stories about the 
Hollyweird People. After my fourth bottle of Coke, I discretely left Brian’s side to go find a 
lonely, dry plant in need of watering. I walked to the far end of the parking lot, wandered 
through a small copse of trees, found a secluded area, and let loose. Thirty minutes later (or what 
seemed like thirty minutes) I buttoned up and headed back to the set. 

I must have gotten turned around somehow because I found myself behind one of the 


campus’ buildings, far away from my friends. I circled the building looking for someone to ask 
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directions and spotted an old man sitting on a bench beneath a canopy made of trestles and vines. 
The bench faced a delightful little garden of sunflowers and other greenery. As I got closer, I 
noticed a bottle of liquor in his lap. I also realized I recognized him. 

He lifted the bottle to his lips and drank. 

Jason Robards. 

I considered turning around and leaving him in peace. He had obviously come to this 
idyllic spot to escape the hassles of production, maybe get a little drunk. The last thing he wanted 
was some stupid kid giving him the ‘big fan’ treatment. 

But then again... 

“Excuse me?” I said as I approached. “Mr. Robards?” 

He flicked his eyes at me, took another pull from the bottle, and said, “Is it time already?” 

“Time?” 

“To get back to work,” he sighed. 

“Oh. No. I mean, I don’t know. I’m not...I was just walking by, I saw you here, and I 
thought...” 

“Sit down, kid,” he patted the bench. “You make me nervous hovering over my like 
that.” 

I sat next to him. He offered the bottle and I took it out of politeness. I had a sip and my 
eyes felt like they would burst into flame. I gave it back quickly, wiping my nose with the back 
of my hand. 

“You're not an actor, are you?” Mr. Robards said, smirking. “I can tell by the way you 
handle your liquor.” 


“No sir.” 
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“Good.” He drank enough for both of us. “So you’re a student here?” 

“No sir, I have a friend who wants to be an actor. I came here with him.” 

“Tell him he’s making a mistake.” 

“He wouldn’t listen.” 

“They never do.” He poked one of the sunflower stems with the toe of his shoe. The 
massive, seed-laden head wobbled back and forth. 

“I’m sure you get this all the time,” I said, “but I really admire your work.” 

His face took on a disinterested countenance. “4 Boy And His Dog, I suppose.” 

“Yes sir, that was very good. I’ve heard actors say never work with animals or children, 
but you more than held your own in that movie.” 

He chuckled and nodded, then raised an eyebrow at me. “What’s your name, son?” 

“Shane.” 

“Shane...” He took yet another healthy swallow of the brown liquid. 

“I also really liked you in Melvin and Howard,” I blurted, worried that he’d been 
offended by my little quip. 

He shrugged and said, “I’m surprised that movie got made. It didn’t have anything to do 
with nuclear war. Seems like everything these days is about nuclear war. Clown paint and 
nuclear war.” 

“New-klee-ur,” I, the irrepressible smartass, corrected his pronunciation. 

“What?” he asked. 

“Nothing,” I said quickly. 

We sat for a moment in silence. Mr. Robards drank some more. I was about to excuse 


myself when he turned to me and said, “You’re young. You’re the generation we’re supposed to 
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be reaching with this little public service announcement. The no-more-war generation. What do 
you think about it?” 

“Uh...about what?” 

“What are we talking about?” His tone turned angry. “Nuclear war? The Day After? The 
war to end all wars?” 

“Well sir.” I searched my mind for the least smart-ass answer available. The best I could 
find was, “I’m against it.” 

He laughed again, but this time the sound was not at all pleasant. I felt him tense up, 
glaring at me now with those hangdog eyes. 

“You're against it?” 

“Yes sir.” 

“Why?” 

Countless hours poring over Mad magazine’s Snappy Answers to Stupid Questions had 
absolutely ruined me for this moment. “Because,” I said before my brain had a chance to catch 
up with my mouth, “nuclear war is a real bad way to get a tan.” 

Jason Robards’ iconic face ran the emotional range from confused — what did he just say? 
— to hurt — he does not respect me — settling on outrage — how dare he? 

“T spent,” he paused for dramatic effect, “twenty-four hours floating in the Pacific Ocean 
when my warship was torpedoed during World War Two. I was maybe a few years older than 
you at the time.” 

Oh, I did not like where this was going. “I’m sorry, Mr. Robards. Thank you for taking 


the time, but I really have to...” I started to stand up but he clamped a hand on my arm. 
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“Dead men — some of them my friends — were drifting around in the water with me and 
all I could think was J hope their blood doesn’t bring sharks. If one of the bodies came too close, 
I would kick it away. Or try to sink it by pushing it under the waves. My friends.” 

He let go of my arm and gripped the liquor bottle with both hands. His knuckles flared 
red and I worried the glass might break. 

“That is war.” He looked at me with disgust. “And you? You think war is some kind of a 
joke.” 

“No sir, I don’t —” 

“Well, maybe it is. Somebody pushes a big red button and the world blows up; just like in 
the cartoons.” 

He drank, and then continued. 

“T guess it is funny when you consider how so many of us fought and died to make the 
world a better place for the following generations. And it turns out they found a way to fuck it up 
all on their own. Turns out they weren’t worth it anyway.” The bottle almost slipped from his 
hand. He scrambled to keep it from dropping. A terrible shiver racked his body. 

“Get out of here, Shane,” he muttered, cradling the bottle to his chest. 


I didn’t need to be told twice. 


The crowd was gone by the time I found my way back to the set. Only Brian remained, 
sitting on a cinderblock, scowling. “Where did you go?” he asked, accusatory. Then he noticed 
something wrong about my demeanor and said, “Are you okay?” 

“T’m fine.” 


“You look rattled.” 
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“I just got into a fight.” 

Brian stood up, alert. “With who?” 

“Jason Robards.” 

“Jason...? The actor?” 

“Yeah.” 

“That old man from Johnny Got His Gun?” 

Our English class had watched the movie when we studied Trumbo last year. 
“Right.” 

“Uh-huh,” Brian said. “And what were you and Jason Robards fighting about?” 
“Apparently I have a smart mouth.” 

He nodded. An easy answer to believe. 

“So what happened?” I asked. “Where did everybody go?” 


“Archer left with that Stephen and Anne to shoot another scene somewhere off-campus. 


They’re going to make him a star, don’t you know.” Brian grunted and then said, “Everybody 


else followed the caterer to the gymnasium. Including Virgil. Me? I stayed behind waiting for a 


I checked over my shoulder. “Do you know what this fool looks like? What if you 


already missed him?” 


“Come on, fool.” He started walking towards campus and I dutifully followed. 


Dusk was falling as we crossed the University’s green fields and emptying parking lots. 


Stone buildings facing west turned salmon pink. Brick facades lost their red hue and became 


inky black like the stretching shadows. Tall trees soughed as cool breezes fluttered their leaves. 


Birds darted about the sky, squawking for a few more minutes of daylight to catch one more 
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worm. The marvel of it all pushed the unpleasantness with Jason Robards out of my head and I 
was glad to be there; enjoying my youth, looking forward to the future, and feeling pretty good 
about life in general. 

“Don’t do anything stupid tonight,” Brian said. 

“Jesus!” I cried. “What is this? Shit on Shane day?” 

“T’m just warning you — Virgil is on the prowl. And he’s only half kidding about getting 
you laid.” 

“Good luck to him, I say.” 

“Shane.” 

“Come on, Brian. What’s he going to do? Pay for a hooker?” 

“Virgil can be persuasive and — you don’t know ‘cause you don’t ‘party’ — but things get 
out of hand quick when there’s booze and girls around.” 

“Thanks mom. Can I ask you something? Why are you so concerned about my virtue all 
of a sudden?” 

Brian shrugged. “Do what you want to do, then.” 

Again, I felt an odd sense of guilt that I was letting Brian down. Like he was expecting 
something from me, but I had no idea what. So I did what came natural to me. I joked it off. 

“If it makes you feel any better, I promise — tonight? Nothing but blowjobs. And if I get 
two, I’ll give you one when we get back, okay?” I said. 


“Fool.” 
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Virgil met us at the gymnasium, eating a hotdog. The vendor had run out of the good 
stuff and was cooking up backyard fare over steno flames. Brian and I grabbed a couple of dogs 
and wolfed them down on our way to the bikes. Virgil QB’d the night’s activities as we walked. 

“They need more extras for some scenes they’re shooting downtown in about an hour, so 
we have time to freshen up before heading over there.” 

“I didn’t think you were that interested in this acting stuff,” Brian said. 

“Acting? God, no. That girl I was talking with? She’ll be there. With her roommates. 
When I pointed you guys out to her, she thought her roommates would be interested so, you 
know...fuck city here we come!” 

Brian sighed. I shook my head. 

“Oh come on!” Virgil turned and walked backwards as he talked to us. “All the work I 
put in setting this up?” He clasped his hands together and said in a sing-song, mimicking voice, 
“Thank you, Virgil, thank you for lining up some ass for us. We surely couldn’t get none on our 
own, so thank you thank you so much.” 

“Uh-huh,” Brian said. “You set us up with some girls we haven’t even seen and we’re 
supposed to thank you?” 

“Yeah,” I added. “What if they’re ugly?” 

Virgil laughed. “Okay, Shane. Do you really think they’ Il be uglier than your right 
hand?” 

I used that beautiful hand to flip him off. 

“And Brian,” he continued. “Trust me on this. She’s a cool girl; her roommates will be 
cool too.” 


“Count me out,” Brian said. “You and Shane go ahead.” 
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“What are you talking about? Is it...is it Julia? Are you worried about Julia?” 

Brian looked away; a clear, if unspoken, expression of guilt. 

“Okay Brian,” Virgil sidled up next to his wide receiver. “You know how I feel about 
this. You can be in love with Julia all you want, but it doesn’t change the fact that a man has to 
have what a man has to have. If you start holding back now because you think that’s what she 
wants you to do, well, you’re not just hurting yourself; you’re hurting her too. Because then you 
wont be the man she fell in love with. You’ll be less. Much less. 

“Like me and Heather,” he continued. “PI probably marry her someday. We’ll have kids 
and all that, but I won’t let it change who I am. She understands it is better for both of us for me 
to be a little wild. Otherwise, I’d just become another boring old man. She wouldn’t want that 
any more than I would.” 

“Wait a minute,” I said. “You tell Heather when you cheat on her?” 

“Of course not.” Virgil rolled his eyes. “I don’t want to hurt her.” 

“But you said she understands?” 

“She understands I’m a little wild. She doesn’t have to know all the details.” 

“So she thinks a /ittle wild is what? Wine coolers and R rated movies?” 

“Tt isn’t any of her business what a little wild is. She knows this and that’s why we’re 
happy together. Fair enough?” 

“Fair enough,” I acquiesced. Jock logic: difficult to argue, pointless to try. 

“So Brian,” Virgil held out his hand, palm down. “You’re in?” 

Brian hesitated. 

“T can’t do it without you, man,” Virgil pressed. 


Brian sighed and put his hand on top of Virgil’s. 
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Virgil looked at me. “All for one,” he said. “One for all.” 

“What about Archer?” I asked, adding my hand to the stack. 

“What about him?” Virgil said, slapping his other hand on mine, and then pushing the 
stack down and breaking the connection. 

“Shouldn’t somebody wait for him? What if he gets lost?” 

“Fuck Archer! He couldn’t get away from us fast enough. Let him spend the night with 
his new boyfriend. You see how that guy was touching all over him? And Archer just stood 
there? Man, I don’t know about that.” Virgil shook his head. 

“Archer’s just trying to become famous,” Brian said. 

“Yeah, at what cost? I can see him turning fag. I really can. No, I mean it. He wants to be 
famous so bad; I think he would suck a man’s dick if it would get him in front of a camera.” 

“He would not,” I said. 

“Sure he would.” We were at the bike rack now. Virgil took his from the row and slung a 
leg over the seat. “What do you think, Brian? Would Archer turn gay to become a big 
Hollywood movie star?” 

“I don’t think you turn gay. You either are or aren’t. And Archer has left plenty of girls 
behind that can vouch for him.” Brian and I mounted our own bikes. 

“Not true. Men turn gay all the time. My uncle, he’s a doctor. He told us about a guy who 
came into his office all beat up. This guy had been married twenty years, had kids, absolutely 
normal guy. Anyway, he’s in a gym locker room and the man next to him is getting undressed 
and this guy can’t help himself — he leans over to get a taste of dick. Gets the shit beat out of him 
for trying too.” 


“Bullshit.” 
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“I’m dead serious. This guy told my uncle he just saw that dangling meat and couldn’t 
help himself. Up until then, never had a gay thought in his life. Then all of a sudden: Bang! He 
turns gay. My uncle said the guy was crying, begging for a cure.” 

“So what happened?” 

“My uncle referred him to a psychologist, gave him some pain meds, and sent him away. 
But he told us he should’ ve just given the guy a gun with one bullet. The only sure cure.” 

“Your uncle was telling you a story,” Brian said. 

“You don’t know my uncle or you wouldn’t say that.” 

“Well, maybe the guy was lying,” I opined. “Maybe he had always been gay and was just 
fishing for sympathy.” 

“You don’t have to believe it if you don’t want to, but mark my words: you must remain 
vigilant at all times — constantly pursuing the bush least you wind up on the floor of some locker 
room, looking up at a set of hairy balls, licking your lips.” 

“Jesus,” I said. “That’s scarier than The Exorcist.” 

“Shit yeah.” Virgil nodded. “That’s why I went through all this trouble to line up some 
gash tonight. Especially for you.” He tapped a finger on my chest. “You’re starting to worry 
me.” 

I pushed his hand away. “Real fucking funny.” 

“It’s not entirely your fault,” he said apologetically. “The girls back home won’t go with 
you because...well...they know you. But nobody here knows you. So you’ll have a chance. Just 
stick with me and PII get you some.” 

We followed Virgil as he headed for his brother’s apartment. “And it’ll be a lot easier, 


Shane,” he called over his shoulder, “if you can keep your damned mouth shut!” 
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A ratty looking man ran down the sidewalk. He grabbed a trashcan, hoisted it over his 
head, and threw it at a storefront window. Glass shattered and the ratty man followed the dented 
metal canister through the pane, jumping into the store with reckless abandon, grasping hands 
seeking loot. 

“Cut!” the AD yelled. “Purr-fect!” 

The ratty man did a flying summersault out the window, rolling through the shards of 
glass without a care. He sprang to his feet and proclaimed, “Ta da!” 

“Showoff!” one of the crew yelled. 

“Okay,” an assistant to the assistant director said to us, snapping his fingers to get our 
attention — as if that was more entertaining than watching the stuntman do back-flips across the 
street. “Look at me, please. Thank you.” 

The crew had sectioned off three blocks of downtown Lawrence. All the shops lining 
those three blocks had been rented, emptied, and then carefully prepared for the big looting 
scene. Cameras were posted at every angle, hundreds of stadium lights had been mounted, and us 
extras — around 15 young people with nothing better to do on a Tuesday night — were corralled 
off to the side, waiting for our moment. 

Wardrobe had enshrouded us in rags and smeared dirt and bloody sores on our faces. 
They’d handed out Styrofoam bricks and cardboard sticks for us to hold. We’d been told they 
were expensive props, not toys, but I couldn’t help myself — nary a minute would pass without 
me bonking Brian on the head with something that looked like it should really, really hurt. 

“Hey!” the assistant-to-the-assistant barked, catching my eye. “Can I have your attention 


please.” 
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I sheepishly lowered my hand which had been raised high, gripping a brick, about to give 
Brian another skull-crusher. 

Virgil was facing the other direction, peering into the darkness behind the lights, 
muttering, “...where the hell are they...” His one-night girlfriend and her roommates hadn’t 
showed up yet and Virgil was worried his best laid plans for the evening would not come to 
fruition. 

“Hey!” The AAD tried again. “Your attention please!” 

I elbowed Virgil in the ribs. He turned around annoyed; saw the AAD glaring at him, 
then said, “Oh. Sorry.” 

“Thank you.” The AAD looked at his script and read, “In this scene, you will be looting a 
general store. Normally good people, the pain and hunger of radiation sickness has turned you 
into a lawless mob of looters. You need food for survival and so you will fight your neighbors to 
get it.” 

“Excuse me,” a young man wearing black-rimmed, coke-bottle lens glasses interrupted. 
“But the first sign of radiation sickness is loss of appetite. If we were really suffering from 
radiation sickness, the very thought of food would make us nauseous.” He laughed nervously and 
looked around for support from his fellow thespians. “Right?” Those standing next to him 
scooted further away. 

“Yeah.” The AAD folded his script and tucked it in his back pocket. “All that will be 
fixed in post. So we’re going to shoot this scene three times. The first time we want you to storm 
into the store and start grabbing things from the shelves closest to the broken window. The 
window is made of breakaway glass — but that doesn’t mean it can’t cut you if you land on it 


wrong so be careful. For the next shot we want you to ransack the interior of the shop. 
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Everything in there has been paid for so go nuts. Grab, rip, tear. Make a mess. And finally we’ ll 
set up for one last shot with you coming out of the shop, carrying as much loot as you can hold in 
your arms. You can bump and shove each other, but no real fighting. And,” he pointed at me, 
“do not hit anybody with the props. Got it?” 

I smiled, hiding a very realistic looking hunk of 2X4 made from Styrofoam behind my 
back. 

“Remember,” he continued, ““you’re desperate but sick. Limp or hobble a little, hunch 
over some, but don’t overdo it. Please, do not try to act. Just follow instructions. Okay?” 

We muttered and nodded. 

He led us into the street. Lights were adjusted. Two giant fans were activated creating a 
harsh wind across the front of the store. Crew members stood next to the fans holding bags of 
trash and sand. 

“Okay, okay,” the AAD said, looking for the thumbs up from the cameramen. Satisfied, 
he gave his own thumbs up to the AD. 

The AD clapped his hands together and yelled, “Action!” 

The bags of debris were emptied in front of the whirling fan-blades. The storefront turned 
into a swirling mess of garbage and dirt. 

“Go go go!” The AAD stepped aside and pointed forward like a wartime general. 

We charged the store en masse, hollering unintelligibly as a mob. Virgil made it to the 
broken window first and leapt into the building as if avoiding a tackle on the football field. Way 
to act radiation-sick, I thought. He just couldn’t stand being second place in anything. 

I affected a limp as I approached the short wall. The intention was to use my game leg as 


an excuse to climb slowly into the store — thus garnering more attention so I could have bragging 
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rights when this movie got released. I balked when I saw shards of the broken glass jutting up 
from the window frame. What had the AAD called it? Breakaway glass? I carefully knocked a 
knuckle into a particularly nasty looking spike. It shattered at my touch. Cool! And the edges 
weren’t sharp at all. 

I used the flat of my hand to wipe away the glass on a section of the window frame. Then 
I sat on the ledge and painstakingly used both hands to lift my “wounded” leg over the wall. 

The guy who’d asked about the realism of radiation-sickness victims being hungry came 
over and said, “Here, let me help.” 

He tried to get his shoulder under my arm to boost me over the wall. 

I pushed him away. He tottered for a moment then fell on his butt. He looked up at me 
with the most confused, accusatory expression. 

“Why did you do that?” he whined. 

“Jeeze, m sorry man,” I whispered. “But we’re supposed to be, you know, a mob? If 
you want, you can push me back. Go ahead, shove me over the wall.” 

“T don’t think so,” he sniffed, getting to his feet. “I would never do anything like that.” 
He walked off, nose in the air. 

I’m sure there was a lesson about humanity in there somewhere, but I didn’t have time to 
ponder it. There was looting to be done! I finished dragging my leg over the edge and staggered 
toward the shelves. By now the other extras were already there, grabbing items from the racks. I 
found Brian and forced my way in next to him. 

He noticed me and asked, “How long do we keep this foolishness up?” His arms were 
already full of various food stuffs. He was actually putting things back now, being selective. 


“Until they yell cut, I suppose.” 
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I grabbed a couple bags of chips, a can of beef stew, and some gum. 

“Gum?” Brian asked. 

“Right, right.” I put it back. 

Soon my arms were as full as Brian’s. We shuffled around the store, but there wasn’t 
much else to loot in the first two aisles. 


“You want to start fighting?” I suggested. “Over this stick of jerky?” I held up a Slim 


Jim. 

He dropped all his goodies and snatched it. 

I pushed an elbow in his chest and grabbed it back. 

He spun around and captured me in a headlock. 

I threw the Slim Jim in the air. When he went to catch it I broke the headlock and twisted 
his arm behind his back. 


He caught the Slim Jim with his other hand. Then, somehow, reversed the situation and I 
wound up with my arm twisted behind my back. 

“Ow,” I said. “Fine. Take it.” 

“CUT!” the AD hollered. 

The wind-fans were turned off, all the lights came on, and the AAD ordered us out of the 
store. “Okay, take a break while we set up for the next scene. 

“Couple of things,” he said to us extras as we shuffled passed. ““You’re looters, not 
shoppers. Don’t be afraid to make a mess in there. Good to see a few of you mixing it up.” He 
looked at Brian and I. “But keep it short. Push and shove and move on. And please, if you’re 
going to do a limp — remember which leg it is and stay with that one leg.” 


“Oh just fix it in post,” I muttered when I was pretty sure he was out of earshot. 
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Brian and I scanned for Virgil and found him sitting on an overturned trashcan far away 
from the hustle and bustle of the production. He looked pissed. 

“Those girls were supposed to be here by now,” he complained as we approached. 

“So you got stood up,” I gloated. “Nothing to be ashamed of.” 

Virgil snarled at me. “If I did get stood up, it’s because her roommates couldn’t decide 
which one would get stuck with you.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s probably it.” 

“We might as well make the best of things,” Brian added. He was in an 
uncharacteristically good mood. He must have enjoyed wrestling over the jerky. “I’ve got some 
ideas for the next scene. I was thinking the three of us can do some real fighting. Give them 
something worth putting on film.” Maybe he’d enjoyed it too much. 

“And I’m thinking we should get out of here.” Virgil stood up. “We can still make the bar 
scene on Mass street if we hurry.” 

“I’m not a bar person,” I said. “Besides, this is kind of fun. How often do you get to be in 
a movie?” 

Virgil sighed. “Brian?” he asked. “Are you really having fun here?” 

Brian shrugged. “More fun than I’d have at a bar.” 

“Kill. Ing. Me.” Virgil said. “You guys are absolutely killing me. Okay, fine. We’ll stay. 
On one condition.” 

“What’s that?” 

“We stop by that waitress’s farm on the way home tomorrow.” 


“You can’t be serious,” I said. 
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“Hey, I’m not Archer. I did not come all this way to play movie star. I came for a little 
wild time. So If I don’t get some tonight, then I’m damn sure going to get some tomorrow.” 

“Okay,” I said. “Whatever.” 

“And I don’t want to hear any complaints from you.” He looked at Brian. “From either of 
you — on the way to the farm. And you’d better be nice to her sisters too. Understand?” 

“Uh huh,” Brian grunted. 

“Especially the black one,” Virgil continued. “Unless she’s ugly. In which case she’s 
Shane’s.” 

“You’re a prince, Virg,” I said, disgusted. “A real prince.” 

“What’s the matter?” Virgil asked me. “You don’t like black girls?” 

“No, what’s offensive — and more than a little stupid — is that you think we’re going to 
have sex with some strange girls just because you say so.” 

Virgil moved close to Brian, pointed at me and said, “I think your friend over there is a 
racist.” 

“He’s right.” Brian nudged Virgil away. “It is stupid. I’m not going to compromise 
myself just so you can have your fun.” 

“Compromise?” Virgil laughed. “Holy shit. Well I certainly wouldn’t want that. Look, 
you can read poetry to those farm girls for all I care. Just make sure you keep them occupied 
while I’m working on the waitress. Not too much to ask is it?” 

Brian and I looked at each other and shook our heads. Fucking Virgil, man. 

“I swear you guys are worse than a couple of girls,” Virgil continued. ““Compromise...I 
can’t believe you said that. Like I’m trying to pimp you out or something. Please don’t tell me 


Julia has got her hooks in that deep. Please tell me you’re still your own man.” 
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Brian looked towards the set and said, “They’re getting ready to shoot the next scene. We 
should get going.” He started walking. 

“Oh this is depressing,” Virgil followed. “I’d cry but I’m afraid Shane would try to give 
me a sympathy hug.” 

“How about a distain kick-in-the-ass?” I said. 

“Try it.” Virgil turned and smiled at me. “Any time.” 

I showed him my well-exercised middle finger. 

Ahead of us, the AAD was embroiled in what looked like an emergency situation with 
two newly arrived young ladies. Clearly desperate, they flailed their arms and flapped their jaws, 
circling him like hummingbirds around a pistil. He shook his head ‘no’ and motioned for them to 
leave. 

“Hey now.” Virgil saw the girls. “Looky what we have here.” He punched me in the 
shoulder. “That’s for saying I got stood up.” 

He jogged ahead to meet his one-night girlfriend and her roommate. 

Brian and I caught up to the conversation already in progress: 

“...wardrobe, makeup, it’s too late,” the AAD said, scanning their crisp Polo shirts and 
stonewashed jeans ensembles. “You look like you just stepped out of the mall.” 

“But we were invited,” the pretty blonde — Virgil’s one-nighter — whined. “Jeff told us we 
could be in this scene. He said there’d be plenty of room for us.” 

“And there would have been,” the AAD put his hands on his hips, almost at his limit. “An 
hour ago. You’re too late. That’s all.” 

“But it’s not our fault,” the other girl — a mousey, bookish brunette — protested. “Our 


roommate wrecked her car so we had to find another ride.” 
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“After we took her to the hospital,” the blonde added. “She may have a broken ankle.” 

The blonde noticed Virgil standing next to her and exclaimed, “Oh! You made it!” She 
grabbed his arm and begged, “Tell him how we were going to be here. How we were going to 
meet you here.” 

“True,” Virgil said. “I certainly wouldn’t have come otherwise.” 

And that was the AAD’s limit. “I’m very sorry, but the answer is no.” He turned to walk 
away. 

The blonde looked at Virgil with such anguish, he had to do something. “Wait,” he put a 
hand on the AAD’s shoulder. “If the only problem is wardrobe and makeup, we can fix that in 
five minutes. They’ll be ready to go before you even get the lights set.” 

“No.” The AAD shrugged Virgil’s hand off. “They won’t. The lights are already set and 
we should’ve started filming five minutes ago.” 

“Well what about the third scene?” 

“What about it?” 

“They can be in that scene? If we get them ready?” 

“No, because that would ruin the continuity,” the AAD said. “We can’t have characters 
popping up out of nowhere and for no....” The blonde girl’s eyes filled with tears. They spilled 
down her cheeks. 

“Fine,” he relented. “If they’re ready in time.” He left in a hurry. 

The blonde squealed and wrapped her arms around Virgil’s neck. The brunette hugged 
him around the waist. Both girls jiggled with excitement. 

“You guys go ahead,” Virgil told us, pulling the blonde towards him. “T1 take care of 


this.” 
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Brian and I started walking towards the set — a couple of extras who knew better than to 


upstage the hero. 


“CUT!” The Assistant Director yelled. “Grand!” He came down from his throne and 
strode towards Brian and I, absolutely beaming. 

“You guys were tremendous.” He held out his hand. Brian shook it. He turned the hand 
towards me. I winced as I lifted my sore arm, but managed to grip it nonetheless. “That was 
magnificent!” 

The Assistant to the Assistant Director joined us. He didn’t look as happy. 

“Don’t you think they overdid it?” he asked. 

“Not at all,” the AD replied. “I thought it was exciting. And totally believable.” 

During the shot, Brian and I had started to wrestle. He threw me against a rack so hard, 
the whole thing went crashing to the ground, burying me under a pile of sharp-edged metal 
shelves. Then Brian tossed the shelves aside, picked me up and threw me into another rack. It too 
collapsed in a pile of hard rubble and bruised Shane. 

I'd been fearfully crawling away from Brian when the AD stopped the action. 

I had not been acting. 

“It’s the end of the world, after all,” the AD continued. “It isn’t supposed to be polite. 
Good work, lads!” 

He left barking orders to have the next scene setup. The AAD gave us the stink-eye, and 
then followed his boss. 

Brian cleared his throat. 


“Sorry,” he said. 
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“Ouch,” I replied. 

“You okay?” 

“T think you broke my ass. Seriously. There’s this big crack in it now.” 

“Fool.” Brian helped me step over a pile of debris. We left the store and went searching 
for Virgil and his girls. 

“You're really letting Virgil get to you, huh?” I asked. 

Brian shrugged. “It’s not just him.” 

“Well what is it? Have I done something to piss you off?” 

Brian thought about it for a moment. He said, “No. No I guess not.” 

That was comforting. 

“So what is it?” 

“Nothing.” He spied Virgil and the blonde girl — both of them dressed in rags and made 
up like zombies now — standing in front of a trailer. “Forget it,” he said, walking towards them. 

The girl looked worried, her eyes continually darting to the trailer door as if waiting for 
somebody to emerge. Virgil held her hand and spoke meaningless words of comfort, 
“everything will be okay...she’ll be fine...I’m sure it’s nothing....” 

“What’s going on?” I asked as we joined them. 

“My roommate,” the blonde said. “Something... happened.” 

“She must be allergic to the makeup,” Virgil added. “It isn’t anything serious.” 

The blonde didn’t look convinced. 

“This is Brian and Shane, by the way,” Virgil introduced us. 

“Hi,” the blonde said. “I’m Stacy. I’m sorry, I’m just really worried right now.” 


“It’s going to be fine,” Virgil said, massaging her shoulders. 
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The trailer door opened and two makeup artists stepped out. I peered around them and 
saw the brunette sitting at a lighted table. The right side of her face had become hideously 
swollen and dark purple, like an eggplant. She made pathetic whimpering sounds in her throat 
and her left eye — the one that wasn’t puffed shut — cried freely. 

The makeup artist slammed the door closed. He looked at us suspiciously, paused, and 
then used a key to lock the door. 

“What’s wrong with her?” Stacy implored. 

“Step away from the trailer, please,” one of the artists said. 

The other added, “We’re doing everything we can to help.” 

As they walked away whispering to each other, I heard the words ...hospital...lawsuit 
... trouble ...fucked up. 

“Berry?” Stacy knocked on the door. “Berry? Are you okay?” 

Virgil took Stacy in his arms and led her away from the trailer. “The best thing we can 
do,” he said, “is leave her alone. By the time we’re finished filming, she’ll be back to normal. 
You heard what the man said — it’s just an allergic reaction. It takes a little time for the swelling 
to go down is all.” 

“You really think so?” Stacy asked. 

“Sure,” he answered, squeezing her close. “Nothing worth ruining our evening over.” 

I waited until they were out of earshot then told Brian. “I got a look at her. She looked 
baaaaad.” 

“Yeah?” 

“T’m sure those two guys were going for a doctor or an ambulance.” We walked towards 


the set, keeping our distance from Virgil and his girl. “Maybe a hearse.” 
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“Well, as long as Virgil gets laid,” he responded, his voice dripping with scorn. “That’s 
the most important thing.” 


Yes, I nodded. Yes indeed. 


The giant fans were blowing again, enveloping the storefront in a miasma of man-made 
dust and trash. We extras were tasked with hauling our ill-gotten loot out of the store while the 
terrible nuclear wind blasted us as if in judgment of our crimes. The AD yelled “Action!” and we 
moved forward, bracing ourselves against the fierce whirlwind waiting beyond the broken 
window. 

I no longer cared to draw attention to myself. I didn’t want to be recognized in this 
movie. I just wanted it to be over. I carried a few perfunctory items in the crook of my arm to the 
window and waited for the other extras to clear the wall before starting out myself. The fan- 
generated wind seemed much harsher this time, snapping bags from the extras’ hands and tearing 
at their clothes. I heard the AAD call “Lower the fans!” but didn’t notice any change in the 
intensity. In fact, it seemed to get worse. 

When it came my turn at the window, I hesitated at the ferocity of the wind. It was 
blowing so hard and fast now, it practically made a solid wall of airborne debris. I saw a few of 
the extras who’d exited before me get knocked down and rolled over by its force. A metal bucket 
flew past, just inches from hitting my nose. 

And that’s the end of my acting career, I thought, dropping my loot and stepping back 
into the safety of the store. 

The AAD went crazy, hollering, “Cut! Cut! Kill the fans!” But the wind kept raging. 


Apparently the power switch was broke and they couldn’t turn the fans off. After a few minutes 
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of screaming panic and wind-swept chaos, they finally got them shut down by unplugging the 
generator. 

In the ensuing calm, the AAD loudly terrorized the crew, doing his best to find out “who 
needs to be fired for this!” His diatribe was short-lived, however, as people ignored him and 
started gathering around a body lying prone in the street. 

I noticed Virgil and Brian squatting next to the body. I forced my way through the crowd 
to be with them. 

The body was Stacy’s and she was in trouble. Something had clobbered her on the 
forehead, gashing it to the bone. Blood oozed from the wound and clotted in her hair, pooled in 
her ears. Her eyes were wide, pupils dilated, and though her lips moved, no sound came out. 

Virgil held her hand and talked to her, asking questions, hoping for a response. 

She only gurgled. Spat blood. 

A siren wailed — growing closer. 

“Everybody clear out!” One of the crew — an elderly man with spectacles and a ponytail — 
took charge. “Give her room to breathe!” 

When Virgil didn’t move, the man asked him, “Do you know her?” 

“Yes,” he replied. 

“Great,” the man said, pulling a pad and pen from his utility vest. “What’s her name?” 

“Stacy.” 

“Last name?” 

Virgil didn’t answer. The man asked again, “Last name?” 

“T don’t know.” 


“T thought you knew her?” 
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“T do. Just not that well.” 

The man sighed. “Do you know where she lives? If she has family in the area? Anything 
about her medical history? No?” 

Virgil stood up and glared at the man. 

“I just met her tonight,” he explained. 

“Then I have to ask you to step aside, son” the man said. He took Virgil’s place and 
started checking Stacy’s vitals — touching her neck, studying her eyes, writing notes on his pad. 

A screaming ambulance came barreling down the street. 

Brian tugged Virgil’s sleeve and we walked away, leaving it to the professionals. 

“Damn,” Virgil said. “That was pretty fucked up.” 

He actually looked rattled; a rare thing for the star quarterback. 

“What happened?” I asked. 

“T don’t know,” he said. “I was right beside her, then...” 

“Yeah?” Brian prodded. 

“Then those wind-fans went nuts...” 

“So she got hit by something?” I said. “Almost happened to me. A bucket,” I held my 
hand in front of my face, “came this close.” 

“T guess so,” Virgil said. He stopped to watch the paramedics as they went to work on 
Stacy. 

“What do you mean, you guess so?” Brian said. 

“For one thing, she was facing away from the wind. I know because I was shielding her 
with my body. Nothing blown by the fans could have hit her.” 


“So what happened?” 
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“I thought I saw somebody attack her.” 

“What?” 

“It happened so fast. And shit was flying everywhere so it was hard to keep my eyes 
open. But I thought I saw somebody come at her. Moving against the wind. There was this blurry 
motion, and then she went limp in my arms.” He shrugged. 

“Maybe we should tell somebody?” I suggested. 

“I would if I was sure,” Virgil scanned the crowd. “Hell, if I was sure, I’d take care of it 
myself. Find the guy and pound the piss out of him. I was protecting her, you know?” 

We watched the paramedics lift Stacy onto a stretcher then slide her into the ambulance. 
Berry, her roommate, was also taken to the ambulance, walking on her own feet but guided by 
one of the makeup artists; her face hidden behind a veil. 

Fully loaded, the ambulance sped away in a cacophony of lights and sounds. 

“We should leave,” I said. “Before this gets any weirder.” 

Just then the Assistant Director started swearing — a vile and enduring wave of profanity 
delivered at such volume, it got the attention of everybody hanging around the set. He was 
berating the cameramen — all five of them — who stood together holding their equipment, looking 
confused. 

“fucking fire the whole fucking lot of you!” The AD concluded his tirade. “Fuck you 
to the fucking stones, you fucking cunts! My ingrown pubes have more sense than you! Oh, you 
miserable bastards! The time! THE MONEY! It’s coming out of your purse, you shittes. Oh yes. 
Fucking unbe-fucking-leavable!” 


With his slight English accent, the AD almost made that sound classy. Almost. 
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The AAD approached him holding a cup of booze. The AD went to knock it from his 
hand, and then reconsidered. He grabbed and guzzled it instead. Finished, he tossed the cup to 
the ground and told the AAD. “Your problem now, mate.” 

With that, he stormed off to his trailer. 

The AAD took a moment to sooth the cameramen, and then turned to address the rest of 
the cast and crew. 

He cleared his throat and said, “We need to re-shoot everything we did tonight.” 

The crew rumbled in protest. The AAD raised his hands, quieted them down, and 
continued. “Something with the cameras. All the film got exposed.” 

Questions from the crowd: 

“All the film?” 

“Every camera?” 

“How is that possible?” 

The AAD turned to the cameramen. They shrugged almost in unison. 

“Yes. All the film in all the cameras,” he said. “And, no, I don’t know how that’s 
possible. Nevertheless, we have to do it all again. So I need another breakaway window put in 
the store, I need the shelves re-stocked, and I need my extras to stick around for a just a little 
while longer.” 

“Fuck that,” Virgil said. “Let’s get out of here.” 

As we were walking off set, I heard one of the crewmembers say, “Cursed. That’s what 
this movie is. Cursed.” 


Cursed. 
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Back then nothing more than throwaway line from a disgruntled worker being glib in 
light of a stressful evening. In hindsight, however, anybody could have been hiding under the 
raggedy clothes and zombie makeup of the extras that night. Maybe even a sexy waitress with 
flaming red hair, emerald cat’s eyes, and a coven of eager sisters waiting for her back at the 
farm. A woman who wanted to ensure four wayward teenage boys would visit that farm 
tomorrow. A woman who didn’t want to be captured on film. 


A woman with the power to make the word curse actually mean something. 


After quitting the movie scene, Virgil had wanted to hit the Mass street bars for another 
shot at a one-nighter, but Brian and I passed. This sent Virgil into a protracted, but one-sided, 
discussion on men and women and the love that binds them. Mostly it was designed to shame 
Brian into acting like a man. Oblivious to the thin ice upon which he skated, Virgil continued 
blathering long after his point had been made. Brian listened, his eyes narrowed to slits, his 
nostrils flared, his lips pulled to the right, separated a little, showing teeth. His hands balled into 
fists. 

I saw this ending very badly unless I did something to relieve the tension. 

“Pussy-whipped,” Virgil continued. “That’s what you are Brian. Like Julia has Indiana 
Jones between her legs — snap! — right around your neck, man. Pussy-whipped. That’s no way to 
go through life.” 

We were in the kitchen of Wyatt’s apartment. Virgil was rummaging through the cabinets 
looking for food. Brian stood at the doorway, probably calculating how many steps it would take 
to reach Virgil and start pounding his head against the countertop. 


Three, maybe four. 
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I maneuvered myself between them, wondering if this situation was too far gone to 
defuse with one of my patented dumb-ass non-sequiturs. 

“Okay,” I gave it a try. “Let’s change the topic. I can eat over a dozen tacos at Taco 
Johns. Brian? How many tacos can you eat?” 

Brian didn’t answer. He didn’t even look at me. His eyes were fixed on the back of 
Virgil’s head, waiting. 

“That’s not the question.” Virgil found a box of Hydrox cookies and shoved a couple in 
his mouth. “The real question is,” he said through a mouth full of crumbs, “how many hair tacos 
can he eat? If the answer is one, and only one, for the rest of his life... well, that’s just sad.” 

Wow. Once again I’d underestimated the depth of the gutter in Virgil’s mind. 

“You know, I am tasted up for a Slurpee.” I crowded Brian, nudging him back towards 
the door. “You want to get a Slurpee with me? I saw a 7-11 down the block. Let’s go get some 
Slurpees.” 

Virgil, still chomping on the cookies, started to say something — probably going to use 
the word S/urpee in a way God never intended — but I managed to force Brian through the door 
and out of the house before Virgil’s zinger could be delivered. 

The screen door slammed behind us. A dog barked. Crickets sounded from the woodpile 
by the garage. Pale clouds drifted across the sickle moon. 

“Nice night, huh?” I smiled at Brian. 

He grunted and said, “I don’t want a fucking Slurpee.” 

That was bad. Brian never cussed. 

“Well, just walk with me then,” I said, heading for the street. “Keep me company.” 


Brian hesitated for a moment, and then followed. 
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“You don’t have to do this,” he said. 

“Do what?” 

“Get between me and Virgil. I can handle myself.” 

“I know. But he’s being such an asshole, I thought we should just get away for a while, 
let him run out of steam.” 

“That’s your problem, Shane. You run away from everything, treat everything like a 
joke.” He shook his head. “Not everything in life is a joke.” 

I had no response to that, so I just kept walking, hoping distance and the night air would 
cool him down. We didn’t speak all the way to the parking lot of the convenience store. Brian 
stopped under the neon sign of the 7-11. The colorful lights washed over his face, making him 
look like a red and blue alien. 

“Julia’s pregnant,” he said. 

I stood mute. After a while Brian continued, “What’s the matter, Shane? Got nothing 
funny to say about that?” 

“Jesus, Brian,” was all I could come up with. 


“Yeah.” He shrugged. “I guess that’ll have to do.” 


We wound up sitting against the side wall of the convenience store, across from a 
scrubby patch of grass and a twisted down chain-link fence. A pair of bats occasionally swooped 
into the cone of the overhead mercury vapor light, hunting bugs. It was absolutely depressing 
and somehow just perfect for the occasion. 

“She wants to get rid of it,” Brian told me. 


“Yeah...” 
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best.” 


“You think so?” 
“Well, shit. Brian. I mean. Yeah....” 
“You don’t think that’s murder?” 


“Tt doesn’t really matter what I think. It’s her body. She’s going to do what she thinks is 


“Killing it.” 

“Jesus, Brian.” 

“Jesus,” he agreed. “It doesn’t mean anything, does it?” 
“What?” 


“All that stuff we learned in Church. In Sunday school? CCD? It has absolutely nothing 


to do with real life.” 


“T don’t know. I guess not much.” 

“She wants me to pay for it.” 

“Wha... Huh?” 

“To kill it.” 

“Oh.” Then, “You need money? I’ve got some saved up.” 

Brian laughed. “Thanks, but no. I guess I can afford to kill my baby myself.” 


I watched wispy clouds pass in front of the moon and stars. I was hopelessly out of my 


element and one stupid joke could end my friendship with Brian forever. I proceeded with 


caution. 


“Brian,” I said. “This isn’t your choice. It’s Julia’s.” 
“Uh huh.” 


“It’s not like you can force her to have it against her will.” 
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“No, I could. If I was brave. If I had the courage to say the right things, do the right 
things. I could marry her, get a job. Provide. She would keep the baby if I stepped up. If she 
knew I would take care of her, yeah, I could make her have the baby.” 

“Brian, man... That’s not... That’s just not realistic.” 

“Why? Why is it any less realistic than me paying money to have my baby murdered? I’d 
say that is what’s unrealistic.” 

“It’s not a baby yet. It’s just a...” 

“Yeah? What? Just a what?” 

“T don’t know. A fetus?” 

“Tt’s alive, isn’t it? It’s inside Julia. Julia’s alive. It’s alive with her. It’s not a lump of 
dead tissue in her stomach; it’s a living thing. Fetus or whatever.” 

“Look, Brian. I can’t answer any of that. I just know that; if Julia wants the abortion, you 
should let her have it. I think it would be wrong to force her into a decision that, when you really 
think about it, would fuck up her entire life. And yours too.” 

Brian shook his head. He looked me in the eye. 

“What would you do?” he asked. 

“Oh, God,” I replied. “I’d probably die from shock if I ever got laid in the first place. But 
if I did live through it, and the girl did get pregnant, I’d want to keep the baby just for proof.” 

“Be serious. What would you do? If you were in my position?” 

“If I were you, Brian? If I were you I would definitely agree to the abortion. You’ve got 
college ahead of you, sports scholarships; you could even make it in the professional leagues. I 
wouldn’t throw all that away.” 


“But you’re not me. You’re you. What would you do?” 
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An image of Kimmy and I standing in front of a cozy brick house, white picket fence, baby 
carriage at our fingertips.... A pathetic, absurd fantasy for sure, but still. Look at the big smile 
on my face. 

“T don’t know.” 

“Sure you do. You would keep the baby.” 

“No. I would do whatever the girl wanted to do. If she wanted to keep it, yes, I would... 
do whatever. If she wanted to have an abortion, well....” 

“What if she left it up to you. Your choice. What would you do?” 

“Fuck, I don’t know. Eeny Meeny Miny Mo? Paper Rock Scissors? Magic 8 Ball? I’m 
not the one anybody wants making that kind of decision.” 

“That’s bullshit. You would choose to keep the baby.” 

“How can you be so sure?” 

“I know you, Shane. Underneath all your bullshit, you know what’s right and what’s 
wrong.” 

“It’s different though. It probably would be right for me to keep the baby, because if I 
could knock up a great looking girl like Kimmy, then she would have to marry me. That’s like 
whacking the fish with a paddle after it’s already jumped in my boat.” 

“Kimmy?” 

“Huh?” 

“You said Kimmy.” 

“Oh! I meant Julia. If I could get a girl like Julia.... Anyway, the point being — it would 
be all right for me because of my limited prospects. You, on the other hand, can do better.” 


“Watch it.” Brian sort of chuckled. “That’s the mother of my child you’re talking about.” 
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“That sounded worse than I meant it. Julia’s great. It’s just, you know....” 

“So you and Bristol, huh?” 

“What? No! That was a slip of the tongue.” 

“Uh huh.” 

“We're just friends. Besides, she’s not even going to be here next year. She’s moving to 
London. Going to study at Oxford. So....” 

So I wound up telling Brian everything: what Kimmy and I had done, what she wanted to 
do. How messed up it was that we would only have the one weekend together then probably 
never see each other again. Of course, comparatively my situation wasn’t all that messed up, but 
I suppose for poor Brian it was a welcome diversion from the moral puzzle box of High School 
abortions. 

When I'd finished, Brian suggested, “Don’t use condoms.” 

“Yeah, no.” 

“Isn’t that what you said? Whacking fish in the boat.” 

“You're taking misery loves company a little far there, buddy. Besides, I think she’d 
notice.” 

“Just poke holes in them.” Brian stood up. “You might get lucky.” He offered a hand. I 
grabbed it and he pulled me to my feet. 

He held my hand for a moment. “Thanks, Shane. For talking with me.” 

“Ah, hell Brian.” 

We stopped just short of hugging each other. 

Our attention was diverted by angry yelling coming from the front of the store. Brian 


poked his head around the corner to check it out. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said. 
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I crowded Brian to give my own peeping eyes a view. 

A young soldier dressed in military camos was being tossed out of the 7-11. The store 
clerk — a big-bellied bruiser of a man with forearm tattoos and a crew cut — kept pushing him 
across the parking lot, cussing all the while. 

“Ya fuckin’ rat!” the clerk yelled. “Get the fuck out of my store! Ya bum!” 

The soldier tripped over his feet and fell sprawled across the asphalt. He lifted his head 
and I recognized him. 

Archer Olson. 

Brian and I jogged over to help. 

“A Godddamned disgrace.” The clerk cracked his knuckles. “Oughta stomp yer nuts for 
ya is what....” 

“What’s the problem here?” Brian interrupted. 

The clerk studied him and sneered. “None a yer Goddamned business.” 

Archer recognized us and started blathering as he pushed himself up. “I just wanted 
directions. I’m lost. Where were you guys? Where’s Virgil? ve been walking around for hours! 
Where are we?” 

The clerk looked like he wanted to knock Archer back down. Brian got between them. 

“What did he do?” Brian asked the clerk. 

“You know this clown?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well get him the fuck away from my store! Before I put my knife in his yellowbelly.” 

“Okay, no problem. We’re going.” I helped Archer steady himself and we backed away 


from the store. 
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“He comes in here, pretending to be a soldier,” the clerk said. “He ain’t a soldier. Hell.” 
He spat on the ground. “He’s a Goddamn disgrace. All hyped up on dope... No Goddamn 
respect is what it is.” He pointed a finger at Archer’s face. “You think about all the brave men 
who died wearing that uniform next time you start smoking your loco weed. Think about it and 
choke, you little bastard.” 

The clerk turned and stomped away. 

“I just asked for directions,” Archer explained. His massively dilated eyes pin-wheeled. 
“What’s his problem? Right?” 

“Let’s get you home,” Brian said, taking Archer’s other arm. 

Archer walked between us, unsteady, talking a mile-a-minute all the way back to Wyatt’s 


apartment. 


The kitchen sink had a crane-neck spigot. Archer shoved his head into the basin, turned 
on the faucet, and drank about ten gallons of water straight from the pipe. He came up for air 
long enough to mutter, “...thirsty....” then bent over and drank another ten gallons. Finished, he 
wiped his mouth, dried his hands on his shirt, smiled and said, “I’m going to be famous.” 

“For what?” Virgil asked. “You win a cock-sucking contest?” 

“I met Nicholas Meyer.” Archer ignored him and went to the sitting room. “He said I had 
potential. He told me to call his assistant when I got to L.A.” Archer took a folded piece of paper 
from a pocket and handed it to me. “See?” 

I unfolded the paper. Indeed, there was a phone number scrawled across it. 


“Great,” I said, handing it back. 
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“T might just go, you know? Drop out of school and just go. I mean if I can get in with 
Nicholas Meyer — I could be in the next Star Trek film! I could be one of the crew members; or 
no, one of the aliens.... A bad guy, yeah. With, like, tentacles instead of arms or something.” 

Archer flailed his arms about and made a sucky face like an octopus. 

Brian and I exchanged a look. We flanked Archer and pushed him onto the sofa. 

“What?” Archer scowled. 

“What are you on?” I asked. 

“Whaa-aaat? I’m not on anything.” 

“Uh huh,” Brian said. “Then why are your eyes all messed up?” 

“My eyes...? My eyes?” Archer’s face contorted wildly as he tried to inspect his own 
peepers without the benefit of a mirror. “I don’t see anything wrong with my eyes.” 

“Shit,” Virgil said. “Maybe Wyatt has some coffee.” He went to the kitchen. 

“Oh my God!” Archer laughed. “John Lithgow? He is sooooo funny! Somebody had a 
guitar and he just started making up these songs about all the people standing around. He even 
made up something about me; he called me a pretty-boy-bob-a-loy-be.... I guess you had to be 
there. So what do you think? Should I drop out of school and go to California? I think that’s what 
I’m going to do.” 

“Yeah, that’s a great idea,” I said. “So what are you on?” 

“Nothing! Well, pills. These little white pills. All the crew was taking them, you know, 
because they’d been up for like days straight. So one of them saw me yawning and gave me a 
couple.” 

“A couple?” 


“A handful. But I didn’t take them all at once.” 
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“But you don’t have any left?” Brian said. 

“Why? You want some? I can probably get some more. We can probably go there right 
now and get some more because I don’t think the crew ever sleeps.” 

Archer leaned forward as if to stand. Brian pushed him back down. 

“What’s the matter with you guys?” Archer complained. “You’re acting like a bunch of 
jerks. I shouldn’t have even come back here. I could’ve crashed in Stephen’s room, he wouldn’t 
have minded. He offered to put me in touch with an agent who does a lot of commercial work. I 
guess I can do that if the Nicholas Meyer thing doesn’t pan out.” 

Virgil came out of the kitchen passing a steaming tin can from one hand to the other. He 
thrust the can at Archer and said, “Drink.” 

It was too hot to hold so had to set the tin between his legs. He dusted the heat off his 
hands. “What is this?” The tin looked like it had been retrieved from the garbage, half-heartedly 
rinsed, and filled with black sludge. Debris floated on the surface of the bubbly liquid. 

“Coffee. Drink it.” 

“Why is it in a pork and beans can?” 

“Why are you so gay? Just drink it.” 

Archer slowly brought the can to his lips, sipped, said “....ouch, hot....” then sipped 
again. Then took in a mouthful. 

“Not bad,” he said. He gulped some. “Sweet for coffee.” And he finished the can. 

He handed it back to Virgil. “Do you have any more?” 
“What am I? Your fucking nanny? It’s in the kitchen, go get it yourself.” 
“Fine.” Archer shot to his feet. “I will.” 


The future Oscar winner maneuvered around us and went to the kitchen. 
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“What an asshole,” Virgil said as soon as Archer was out of the room. 

“Should we take him to a doctor?” I asked. Virgil looked at me like I’d farted. 

“For what?” 

“He’s really messed up, man. Who knows what-all kinds of drugs they fed him.” 

“Fuck that. Take him to a hospital the first thing they do is call the cops. Who needs that 
aggravation? Besides, he’ll be fine. Probably just caffeine pills washed down with dick-juice.” 

“We should keep an eye on him anyway,” Brian suggested. “In case he crashes.” 

On cue, a cacophony of falling pots and pans rang from the kitchen. 

We rushed in to find Archer standing in a mess of spilled coffee and scattered dishes, 
blinking. “I think I need to lie down,” he said. 

Brian and I escorted him to the sitting room and planted him on the couch. He muttered 
something about Hollywood, then threw his head back and started snoring, drool seeping over 
his gap-mouthed lip. 

“Welp, I’m going to get some sleep,” Virgil said, stretching. 

“We can’t just leave him here,” I said. “What if he gets sick and chokes on his own 
vomit?” 

Virgil chuckled. “That'd be pretty gross.” 

“T’m more afraid his heart will just stop,” Brian said. 

“Jesus,” I said. “You think so?” 

“That’s how they say most junkies die. Their hearts just stop.” 

“Well how would we even know?” 


Brian shrugged. 
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“You guys can stay up with him if you want to.” Virgil yawned. “I’m going to bed.” He 
climbed the stairs to Wyatt’s room. 

Archer made a wet, shuddering sound in his throat then fell silent. Brian and I exchanged 
a worried glance. I leaned over and pushed Archer’s knee. He didn’t respond. Brian gripped his 
shoulder and shook him. His head lolled back and forth but his eyes didn’t open. 

“Check his heart?” I suggested. 

Brian moved his hands to Archer’s chest but didn’t know where to put them. “How?” he 
asked. 

I had another idea. “Hold a mirror in front of his face?” 

“Okay. You got a mirror?” 

“No.” 

“So?” 

“Shit.” I studied Archer’s torso, but couldn’t tell if it was moving or not. I didn’t know 
how long it had been since he’d fallen silent, but it seemed like an eternity. He could very well 
be dead by now. “Try something!” I said, close to panicking. 

“Hey!” Brian slapped Archer hard across the face. “Archer! Wake up!” 

Archer’s eyes flew open; he sputtered and said, “What? What what? What’s going on?’ 

Brian and I collapsed, relieved. 

“Why does my face hurt?” Archer asked, gingerly touching his cheek. 

“Go back to sleep,” Brian told him. 

“I was sleeping? How long was I asleep? I’m not even tired. What time is it?” 

Archer looked around for a clock. When he didn’t find any, he leaned back and started 


snoring again. 
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“This is going to be a long night,” Brian said, rubbing his face. 

I went to the kitchen and got the box of leftover pizza from the refrigerator. I found a 
somewhat clean pot, filled it with ice and water, and brought it all back to the sitting room. Brian 
spun a Humble Pie record on the player. We sank into the beanbags and ate cold pizza to the hi-fi 
sounds of Steve Marriott wailing and Peter Frampton’s bluesy guitar. 

“You ever think about joining the Army?” Brian asked, eyes playing over Archer’s 
soldier get-up. 

“Not really,” I replied. “I always figured on college instead.” 

“Yeah.” Brian chewed on his thumbnail. “It would be a way to start making money right 
out of high school though.” 

“T guess it would, but Brian...? Why would you need to?” 

Brian shrugged. He carefully drank water from the kitchen pot. When he’d finished, I 
motioned for it and he passed it over. A lot of water spilled from the sides of my mouth when I 
tried drinking from the rim. It was very cold and I twinged when it splashed on my chest, spilling 
even more icy water on my lap. Then I accidentally overturned the pizza box when I set the pot 
on the coffee table. The last piece flew out of the box, leaving a tomato-red stain on the arm of 
the sofa as it cart-wheeled through the air. I leaned over to pick up the pizza and knocked the 
water pot over creating a nasty-dirty puddle on the hardwood floor. 

“You know Brian,” I said, spreading my hands to encompass the whole mess. “All of this 
could have been prevented had my parents been thoughtful enough to have an abortion.” 

“You make a good point.” 

We went to the kitchen looking for cleaning supplies, but found none. There was an old 


woven-yarn rug in the mudroom which we used to wipe down the sofa and soak up the water. 
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We returned the sopping thing to the mudroom and washed our hands with the last of a thin 
dishwashing liquid from a generic bottle. Back in the sitting room, we checked to make sure 
Archer was still breathing then sank into the bean bags. Humble Pie had finished and Brian 
asked me to make the next choice. I found Cheap Trick’s Dream Police and let ‘er spin. 

“And another thing,” I picked up where we’d left off. “You’re assuming an awful lot — 
thinking that Julia would even want to marry you and have the child.” 

“No offense taken.” 

“T’m just saying she’s not going to want to give up going to college and starting her own 
career. Even if you do join the Army.” 

“You don’t know much about women.” 

“That’s not true. I watch a lot of T.V.” 

“All women really want is a man to take care of them.” Professor Brian leaned forward to 
make his point. “The only reason they go to college and try to get jobs is to meet men who are 
smart and rich. So they can be taken care of. Granted, being an Army wife might not be Julia’s 
ideal future, but she’ll have me. And our child. And she’ll know that I'll take care of her. 
Whatever it takes.” 

“You make it sound so romantic.” 

“No. I make it sound real.” 

On the record player, Robin Zander intro’d the next song by bemoaning /t’s The Way of 
the World. Too cute. 


“And you don’t think the interracial thing will be an issue?” I said. “With her parents?” 
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“Oh, God no. Not with her parents. No, they’ve had me over a few times; dinner, 
barbeques.... They’re aging hippies, so they think it’s groovy for their baby to be down with the 
skins. The racial thing will only be a problem with my mom.” 

“Your mom? Come on.” 

“My mom doesn’t trust whitey.” 

“What? No. Really? I thought she liked us.” 

“She likes you alright. She just doesn’t like your people. She’s always warning my sisters 
to stay away from the white boys.” 

“Yeah but.... I’m a white boy.” 

“And your point?” 

“Well. I mean. That’s just.... Just wrong. Judging me because I’m white.” 

Brian sighed heavily and shook his head. “Poor Shane. Poor, poor li’l white Shane-bo.” 

“Yeah, okay. I’m just surprised that’s how your mom feels.” 

“Uh huh.” 

“So she doesn’t even know you’re dating Julia?” 

“She’s never known about any of my girlfriends. Telling her I’m getting married to Julia 
will be... hard.” 

“Jesus, Brian.” I tried to imagine the scene: Brian telling his mother he had to marry 
some white chick he’d knocked up. “She’ll kill you.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Maybe when you join the Army, they’ll let you borrow a tank or something.” 

“T could sure use it.” Brian yawned and stretched. “Check on Archer,” he said. I slid off 


the beanbag, crawled over to the sofa, and tugged Archer’s foot. 
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“Hunh?” He lifted his head. His eyes fluttered open. “Whuzzat?” 

“Go back to sleep,” I said. 

“Not tired,” he mumbled then zonked out again. 

The final notes of Gonna Raise Hell finished and the speakers hissed. “Put something 
else on,” Brian said. “Something good.” I resented the implication — Cheap Trick rocks! — but 
sifted through the stacks of vinyl looking for a sound less raucous. 

I found it. 

I put the disk on the turntable and placed the needle in the groove. 

I’ve been really tryin’ baby..., Marvin Gaye’s voice filled the room. 

Brian smiled and closed his eyes. 

“You know what,” I said, picking up a Playboy magazine. “I’ve got plenty to read. You 
go ahead and get some rest, P11 watch Arch.” 

“Thanks man,” Brian said. “I don’t care what my mom says — you’re alright for an ofay.” 

I had to look at a lot — I mean a lot — of nudie pictures before I could get the image of 
Mrs. Moody — one hand on her hip, the other wagging a finger — calling me a no good ofay out of 


my head. 


A thunder-crack jolted me from sleep. My eyes flew open to find a gun pointed at my 
head. A boot stepped on my chest and a voice growled, “Freeze, dirtbag!” 

Archer stood over me, resplendent in his army costume, aiming a very realistic prop 
weapon right between my eyes. 


“Goddamn it, Archer,” I grabbed his foot and twisted. He stumbled away, laughing. 
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“You’re lucky Archer’s alive,” Brian told me. “When I woke up, both of you fools were 
sound asleep.” Brian and Virgil sat around the coffee table, playing cards. “You said you were 
going to watch him.” 

Thunder cracked again. A sheet of rain smacked the window. 

“Yeah. Well. Thank God he didn’t die,” I snarled. 

“You guys are so stupid,” Archer said, messing with the record player. “I wasn’t even 
high or anything.” He found a Duran Duran LP and subjected us to the new-wave nonsense of 
Girls on Film. 

Brian and I exchanged a look. Fucking Archer, man. 

“What time is it anyway?” I asked. 

“Past noon,” Virgil answered. 

Outside the sky was so heavy with rain, it looked like midnight. 

I stood up and stretched. Sleeping half on the bean bag, half on the floor had not done my 
road-worn body any favors. “What’s for breakfast?” 

Virgil tossed me a box of corn flakes. It wasn’t Kellogg’s — there was a picture of a 
cartoon rabbit wearing a bowtie on the box — and I knew better than to ask for milk. I shook a 
bunch of flakes into my hand and crammed them in my mouth. It was like chewing grain- 
flavored Tiddlywinks. 

“Does anybody know when the rain’s supposed to stop?” I managed to say through a 
thousand shards of corn flakes. 

“Oh yeah,” Virgil answered. “God called; he said it’ll clear up at exactly one fifteen. He 


apologized for the inconvenience. He also apologized for making your dick really small.” 
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I flopped down on the couch next to Archer. He had a magazine spread out on his lap, 
lazily twirling the gun on one finger as he studied the centerfold. 

“You think Wyatt would mind if I made a long distance call?” I asked. 

“Relax. I talked to my mom,” Virgil said. “She’s calling everybody’s folks to let them 
know we’ll be late.” 

I yawned and picked up a Penthouse magazine. I’d already looked through them all, but 
hell. It was raining outside. 


Archer tossed his magazine to the floor and scratched his balls with the barrel of the toy 


“Aren’t you going to give that stuff back?” I nodded at the clutter of military gear Archer 
had spread across the table. Some of it — like the holster and the utility belt — looked authentic 
and very expensive. 

“Sure. But what I’m going to do is box it up and ship it to Nicholas Meyer in Hollywood 
with a note and a headshot. That way he’ll remember me.” 

“He’ll remember you as the punk who stole all his props.” 

“And who was thoughtful enough to return them.” Archer countered. He leaned back, 
casually aimed the gun at the stereo, and pulled the trigger. 


Thunder boomed inside the house and the record player exploded. 


You want to hear something funny? Turns out that prop gun Archer’d been waving 


around, yeah? That gun he’d been shoving in all our faces? Well get this... heh heh... IT WAS 


FUCKING REAL! 
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We sat there gap-jawed, watching smoke rise from the ruins of the record player. When 
my ears stopped ringing and my testicles descended back into their sack, I slowly reached over 
and plucked the hot gun from Archer’s hand. 

“Give it here,” Virgil spoke softly. 

I walked it to him. He turned the gun over a few times, found a switch next to the trigger 
and pushed it down. 

“Okay, I think that was the safety latch,” he explained, setting the gun on the table. 

All the color had drained from Archer’s face and he looked as pale as a grub worm, 
sitting on the couch, twitching. 

In an oddly calm voice, Brian said, “I need one of you to give me a reason not to go over 
there and beat his ass to a pulp.” 

“That’s gonna have to be Shane,” Virgil said. 

All I could do was shrug my shoulders. 

“holy shit...,” Archer whimpered. “Holy fucking shit....” He cupped his balls which 
I’m sure could still feel the scraping of the barrel. I know this because the spot between my eyes 
where Archer had ignorantly pointed that goddamned gun this morning now felt itchy and warm. 

Why he hadn’t pulled the trigger then, or earlier when he was goofing with Virgil and 
Brian, was a bona fide miracle. We owed our lives to the grace of God and Archer not being a 
total fucking spaz — both rare and wondrous things. 

“Come on guys,” Archer begged. “I had no idea.... I mean — a real gun? That’s crazy! 
Why would they give me a real gun? Somebody must have made a mistake.” 

“Yes,” Brian agreed. “You.” He stood up and cracked his knuckles. He really was going 


to kick Archer’s ass. 
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“No,” Virgil grabbed Brian’s arm. “No, this is just one of those things we can’t think 
about too much. Let’s just put it behind us and move on. Okay?” 

“He could have killed us.” 

“I know. But he didn’t. And, to be fair, he could have killed himself too. Remember 
when he put the gun to his temple and pretended to blow his brains out because there wasn’t any 
milk for the cereal?” 

Archer swallowed. His throat made a clicking sound. 

“We keep thinking about it, we'll go crazy,” Virgil concluded. “It’s done. Let it go.” 

Brian stood stoically for a moment, then nodded and sat down. 

Virgil pointed at Archer. “You are paying for a new record player though.” 

“Yeah, man. Okay, whatever. That was... that was just.... Fucked up.” A line of sweat 
beads appeared across Archer’s forehead. “Fucked up, man.” 

Aside from the hissing of the stereo speakers, the room fell silent. Outside the rain 
stopped and the dark clouds passed. Dim yellow sunlight hit the window, illuminating eddies of 
smoke still lingering from the blast. 


“Good news is,” I said. “We don’t have to listen to anymore Duran Duran.” 


We decided to take advantage of the break in the weather to make our escape while our 
bodies still only had their God-given allotment of holes in them. Archer asked Virgil to carry the 
gun, arguing that he was the only one with firearms experience, but Virgil didn’t want the 
responsibility. He didn’t know whose gun it was, if it was stolen, if it had been used in any 
crime. Nope, that would be Archer’s job to explain if by some odd chance we got stopped by the 


police. Archer whined about it until Virgil told him to stop being ‘gay’, slapped the gun in his 
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hand, and repeatedly forced Archer’s finger against the trigger. No boom; ergo, the safety latch 
was working. 

Archer secured the weapon in its holster, swaddled it with clothes, and tucked it in his 
backpack. I helped him strap in, lifting the pack up so he could thread his arms through the 
loops. He hunched forward as if it weighed a ton. 

Virgil left a note on the door: We shot the record player. Will pay for a new one. Love, 
Virgil, and we walked our bikes to the street. The sun was out and in the east a cheerful rainbow 
decorated the sky. In the west, ominous dark clouds roiled on the horizon. Though the air was 
warm and humid, a chill wind zigzagged around, causing ripples in the puddles that had gathered 
in the street and slapping drops of water at us from the tree leaves overhead. 

“We'd better get started if we want to keep ahead of that,” Virgil said, pointing at the 
western sky. 

“Maybe we should just stay put until it passes?” I suggested. 

Virgil shook his head. “I have a date with Heather tonight. I really shouldn’t miss it.” 

“And my mom expects me home,” Brian agreed. 

Archer was too busy worrying about the hardware in his backpack to comment. 

“Okay then,” I said. “Let’s ride.” 

Virgil took lead. We followed him single file out of the neighborhood. When we got to 
the 59/40 bridge, the wind was at our backs keeping us cool and helping our speed. The rainbow 
glowed bright and vibrant in the distance; guiding us home. The child in me fancied a pot of gold 
at the end; the teenager would have settled for a pot of gold-coin condoms. Either way, it seemed 


like an auspicious start to our return journey. 
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I should have known better. Rainbows may bring luck in Ireland or California or other 
fantasy lands; but in Kansas they just distract you from the funnel clouds building behind your 


back. 
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EAST KANSAS - 2012 

Virgil had stopped the Jack but continued gulping beer, driving South on Highway 7. By 
the time we reached the 24/40 exit, his eyes were bloodshot red, his mouth was gapping, and his 
labored breath stank up the truck’s cab like a cheap bar at closing time. Luckily traffic was light 
and he was able to occasionally swerve over the center line without taking out any pregnant 
mothers or school buses. Still, I kept a running commentary on how he should “Look out!” and 
how “That’s not a lane!” 

Traffic picked up around Tonganoxie and even Virgil got a little nervous. He accidently 
crowded an SUV full of kiddie soccer players onto the shoulder and had to sheepishly 
acknowledge the blaring horn from the furious mother with an apologetic wave. When he closed 
one eye and rubbed the other, I grabbed the wheel to keep him from hopping a curb. 

“The fuck you doin’?” he growled. “Don’t touch my truck.” 

“Whee! I forgot how much fun drunk driving is! Hey, let’s go really really fast now.” 

“T’m not drunk.” 

“Right.” 

We cruised the outskirts looking for something familiar, but too much had changed. In 
fact, you couldn’t rightfully call it the outskirts anymore. It was more like the suburbs. Modern 
houses, gated communities, high-tech gas stations, even a shopping mall. Virgil started cursing 
when he saw the mall. 

“What the fuck is all this shit? Where did all these people come from? How many 
fucking losers are there in this world that they have to build a fucking mall in loser-ville 


Tonganoxie? And where the fuck is our road anyway?” 
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“Well we’re not going to find it like this,” I said. “Why don’t we go into town and see if 
anything jogs our memories.” 
Virgil grunted in agreement. Then almost took out an old lady in a Buick when he made a 


sharp left across four lanes. Watch out Tonganoxie; the boys are back in town! 


The same weathered shingle swayed over the door of the nondescript red-brick 
storefront. West End Café, it read. Seeing it was like being punched in the stomach with a fist 
made of cinderblocks. Tires squealed when Virgil came to an abrupt stop in the middle of the 
street. 

“Holy fuck,” he whispered reverently. 

We idled there, looking at the building, until a car pulled up behind us and honked. 
Startled, Virgil thumped the gas pedal and the truck lurched forward. We swung into the parking 
lot. 

Vigil found the bottle of Jack, took a mighty swig, and left the cab. I followed him to the 
door of the café where he paused to collect even more courage. 

“What if she’s still here?” I said. “With all her red hair and that skimpy waitress outfit?” 

“No way,” Virgil replied. 

“What if she is?” I continued. “Still young. Still beautiful. Waiting for us, because you 
know we never really did escape. Not really.” 

Virgil wheezed. He blinked his watery eyes, trying to focus, and swallowed hard. He 
shook his head and scowled. “Shut the fuck up.” 


He pushed open the door forcefully. 
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A couple of kids sat in a corner deuce with burgers and malts, a woman dressed in slacks 
and a blue blouse read the day’s paper at the counter with a sandwich and coffee, and a thick 
man wearing an apron leaned against the wall behind the register. The tables and benches were 
different; modern, sterling silver and vinyl instead of wood and plastic. The hanging inverted 
funnel shaped lighting fixtures had been replaced with boxes holding florescent tubes. And no 
red-headed siren appeared in a billowing cloud of smoke, ready to claim our souls. 

The man said, “Have a seat I'll be with you in a moment.” 

We took a booth. I ordered coffee and told him to bring the pot. Virgil asked for a double 
cheeseburger, fries, and a slice of peach pie with ice cream. I supposed it was good of him to put 
food on all the booze he’d just drunk, but damn! Virgil had become one of those obscenely fat 
people that you hate to see eat. Like watching him cram a fistful of fried potatoes in his mouth 
was the same as watching him put a gun to his head. Disturbing. 

The coffee wasn’t bad. I gulped the first cup, scorching my tongue, and then filled it 
again and calmly took a sip. It was going to be a long night. I was counting on the caffeine to see 
me through. 

“So.” Virgil leaned back and arched an eyebrow at me. “A wife and two kids? How in the 
fuck did you manage that? She’s from Vietnam or Russia, right? One of those mail order 
brides?” 

“Whatever man.” 

“Yeah, whatever.” Virgil wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Me? I haven’t been 
able to keep any kind of relationship since....” Virgil leaned forward, the edge of the table 


cutting into his massive belly. “Seriously, Shane. How have you managed? Christ, ve been so 
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goddamn alone for so long now, I barely feel like I’m part of the human race anymore. And you. 
You with your wife and two kids? Tell me how that happened?” 

Before I could answer, a young man entered the café. I glanced at him and my hand 
shook, spilling warm coffee over my fingers. 

He was the spitting image of Brian Moody. Lighter skin and a shaved head, but otherwise 
he could have been Brian’s twin brother. 

Or son. 

He spotted us and walked to our booth. 

As he approached, I noticed his eyes were blue — that was different — and he had an 
elaborate tattoo of a crucifix on the side of his head. He wore a black t-shirt over his muscled 
torso and well-worn blue jeans with muddy work boots. He stopped at our table and motioned 
for me to move over and make room. 

I did. 

He sat down and folded his hands on the table top. There were tattoos on his fingers as 
well; odd characters that I didn’t recognize. 

“And just who in the fuck are you?” Virgil said loudly. The man behind the counter 
looked in our direction. 

“Be quiet, Virgil.” I whispered. “Keep your voice down.” 

“But if this punk thinks he’s gonna run some kind of hustle on us —” 

“Look at him,” I hissed. “Look at him.” 


Virgil’s eyes went wide and the color drained from his face. “Holy....” 
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The young man studied us with his cool, dispassionately clear eyes. Apparently we 
passed the test because after a while he rapped his knuckles on the table and said in a soft but 
authoritative voice, “Let’s go.” 

He stood to leave. 


I threw money on the table and we followed him out of the restaurant. 


“Do you know how I recognized you?” the young man asked. He sat behind the wheel, 
Virgil rode shotgun, and I was perched in the back of his Land Rover. The backseat was 
cluttered and filthy; mud, rope, toolboxes, rocks, boots, water bottles, burlap sacks strewed all 
over the cushions and the floor. I pushed enough of the detritus aside so I could lean forward 
between the seats. We were driving away from downtown Tonganoxie. 

“We don’t even know who you are,” Virgil muttered in response. 

“Yes you do.” 

The young man turned down an unmarked exit. He hit the high-beams the desolate scene 
of an endless gravel road separating two dead and dusty fields filled the windshield. He pushed 
on the gas and the Rover swallowed up the road. 

“Yeah, you’re the big mystery man,” Virgil rubbed his face. “I should’ve brought my 
bottle.” 

“How did you know?” I asked. “How did you recognize us?” 

“He said you would come back.” The young man caught my eye in the rearview. “He 
said to look for two men who are already dead; they just don’t have enough decency to lie 


down.” 
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Virgil let that hang there for a while, and then he started to laugh. “I must be drunk,” he 
said. “Or stupid or both. To get in a car with a total stranger just because he looks like....” 

Virgil studied the young man by the glow of the dashboard light. This went on for a long, 
uncomfortable amount of time. The young man shifted in his seat and said, “Enough. I’m not 
that pretty.” 

“Julia,” Virgil said. “Is your mother. I see her. In your eyes.” 

The young man sighed. Looked out the side window. 

“Because she was already pregnant with you. That’s how Brian was able to... to have 
you. You came after.” 

“Once we get there, you can spend all the time you want looking around, but then it’s 
over. You leave and you never come back,” the young man said tersely. “Understand?” 

“No,” I said. “I don’t understand any of this. I mean, forget how you recognized us — 
how did you even know we were here? And where we want to go? And what about Brian 
anyway? Where is he?” 

The young man adjusted the rearview. 

“Tt was a mistake, you coming back here,” he said. 

“Well that clears everything up,” I sat back, frustrated. “Thank you very much... Hell, I 
don’t even know your name.” 

“Elijah,” he said. “Elijah Moody. And know this —” He caught my eyes in the rearview. 
“— if it weren’t for the fact that you used to be friends with my father, I’d have stopped you 
before you ever got on the plane in Florida.” 


He knows where I live! A shiver of panic racked my body. My wife! My kids! 
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I took a deep breath and turned away from the reflection of his sky-blue eyes. Calm 
down, I told myself. Of course something like this was bound to happen. Did I really expect to 
come here, swagger around, crack jokes with my old friend Virgil, then go back to Florida 
tweedly-dee? Ridiculous. 

This, then, would be the challenge: Elijah fucking Moody. 

But as terrifying as he was; at least he was Brian’s son. 

My good friend Brian. 


Crazy though it seems, that made a difference to me. It really did. 
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EAST KANSAS - 1982 

An hour and a half into our journey home, it became clear that we wouldn’t be Riding 
The Storm Out. Wind slammed us from all directions, pelting us with erratic shotgun blasts of 
hard rain and hail pebbles. Even if we wanted to Roll With The Changes and try to Take It On 
The Run, another massive wall of green-black clouds was building in the East, directly ahead of 
us. I'd lived in Kansas long enough. I’d seen my share of colliding storm fronts. J Can’t Fight 
This Feeling that it was going to be a dangerous trip home. 

Oh, and by the way, in case you’re wondering where I stand on the great REO 
Speedwagon debate? Yeah, they rock. 

Virgil stopped his bike and waited for us to gather around. He reached into his pocket and 
pulled out a folded piece of paper. “Directions to that waitress’s farm,” he talked loud to be 
heard over the howling wind, careful not to lose the paper as he opened it. “Hope its close.” 

“No good, Virg,” I replied. ““We’ve got to make a run for town. We can’t risk getting 
caught out in the open when the storm hits.” 

“Bullshit.” He turned the paper over, studied it, looked up and down the road, and then 
nodded as if he knew where we were. “You owe me, remember? Besides, the farm is closer than 
town. We’ll be safer there anyway.” 

“We don’t even know where it is.” I complained. “What if we get lost looking for it? 
Then what?” 

“Then we get wet,” Virgil said, tucking the map in his pocket. “And if things go right, 
we'll get wet even if we do make it there before the storm hits. Let’s go.” 

He turned off the main road down a narrow one-line gravel path. 


What choice did we have but to follow? 
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The monster cloud in the west was as thick and black as George Foreman’s fist. And, 
like Foreman’s fist, it came slowly and surely — not much by way of finesse, but unstoppable and 
guaranteed to cause great damage. The eastern storm front was sprawling and swirling; eggplant 
colored clouds breaking apart then getting stitched back together by evil yellow threads of 
lightning. Trapped between these two behemoths, we rode. We rode hard and we rode fast; heads 
down, ears back, rumps in the air pumping our legs like mad men. 

Virgil led us through a maze of unpaved country roads. And if you think it was easy 
staying balanced on a twelve speed bike with tires no thicker than the width of my thumb over 
loose gravel while hurricane force winds buffeted us from every direction.... Well, you’re 
wrong. 

The silhouette of a dark house on a hill showed we were on the right track. To get there 
we cut through a large cornfield — the stalks thrashing maniacally in the wind with the sound of 
ocean waves crashing the beach. At the edge of the cornfield, the trail led into a small cluster of 
trees where we were momentarily shielded from the wind. The sky above was purple-black, thick 
as mud, and smelled like a hot lava lamp. It all would have made Chicken Little insufferably 
smug. 

Through the woods, we climbed a fairly steep incline to the house. It was a boxy affair; 
two stories with a thirty degree peeked attic, whitewashed wood siding, and a covered front 
porch. It had four front windows, a circular attic portal, and two small windows on the side. No 
lights visible in any of them. A trailer house sat on the side yard. It too was dark. 

We came all this way and it looked like nobody was home. 


Virgil did a rolling dismount and leapt onto the porch. He called for the rest of us to 
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“Hurry up!” Fat drops of rain shot from the sky like tiny comets. They stung when they hit my 
head and back. I barely made it to the safety of the covered porch before the bottom fell out and 
the waterworks started in earnest. Rain and hail came down so hard the gravel road looked like it 
was boiling over. The four of us stood in a line and marveled at the violence of the storm. Water 
overfilled the house’s gutters and poured into the yard, creating puddles. 

After a brief while, the rain lost some of its intensity. It still came down heavy, but not in 
a raging torrent. And the hail seemed to have stopped. Virgil laughed. 

“Was that good timing or what?” He turned and rang the doorbell. 

No response. 

He knocked politely. 

Nothing. 

I peered into the windows but couldn’t see anything inside the lightless house. 

Virgil made a fist and pounded until the door rattled in its frame. 

Nada. 

“Guys...,” Brian said. He pointed at a spot in the sky where clouds were spiraling into the 
base of a giant tornado. The lethal funnel grew and reached towards the earth. It was maybe a 
mile away. 

“Oh hell,” I said. “They’re probably already holed up in the basement.” 

Virgil tried the door. It was locked. 

While Brian and Archer stood transfixed by the tornado and Virgil continued calling for 
help, my attention was diverted to the cluster of cottonwoods. I felt a charge in the air, and it 
wasn’t the ozone electricity of lighting. It was more like the tickled-hackles feeling of being 


watched. I scanned the dark places of the mini-forest and saw — or thought I saw — the shape of a 
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man hiding among the trees. He stood tall, his head occluded within the high boughs, and his 
arms were thin and long, almost indistinguishable from the branches. He lifted a hand, the 
fingers like twigs, and clenched it into a fist. A gesture of triumph. 

I peered through the distance and the pouring rain trying to convince myself I was 
imagining the specter when a flash of lighting exploded overhead, illuminating the world. High 
in the trees, two glowing yellow eyes caught the lighting; as did the glistening teeth of an 
unnaturally wide and wicked smile. 

Thunder like a car crash followed and I flinched at the sound. When I looked again, the 
phantasm was gone. If it had ever been there in the first place. 

“T’m going to break a window,” Virgil said. He reached down for one of the potted plants 
decorating the porch. 

“Wait,” Brian stopped him. “What about the trailer?” 

“What about it?” 

“Maybe it’s unlocked.” 

“So what if it is? Trailers aren’t exactly the safest place to be during a tornado.” 

“Tt might be sitting over a cellar or somebody might be in there. Just let me just go check 
it out before you do something that could get us arrested.” 

“Hurry up!” Virgil said, but Brian had already vaulted off the porch and was halfway 
across the yard. A moment later he was banging on the trailer’s door. Surprisingly, it opened. We 
couldn’t see who was inside, but Brian took a startled step back, and then entered quickly. 

Virgil, still holding the potted plant, scowled. “What the hell is he doing? Why didn’t he 
come back for us?” 


“Maybe whoever is in there forced him to go inside.” I speculated. “They had a gun or 
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something.” 

“Shane....” Virgil set the plant down. “Shut up.” 

The wind roared. Rain slashed at us. The tornado continued developing, gobbling up the 
sky. 

“Fuck!” Virgil exclaimed. He jumped off the porch and ran for the trailer. Archer and I 
followed. 

Racing across the open yard, there was a moment where I actually felt the wind lift me 
off my feet. It didn’t last long, but briefly I was flying. I somehow managed to keep my balance, 
got my tennis shoes firmly on the ground, and made it to the trailer. 

Inside, the electricity was out and the only light came through a few small, unadorned 
windows. It was murky and dark; rainwater streaking down the glass gave everything an 
underwater feel. You could distinguish shapes — a table, a sofa, a chair — but nothing had color 
and the shadows had just as much, if not more, substance than the furniture. 

Brian stood by the table. A young girl sat in a chair next to him. I couldn’t see her face, 
but her stature and demeanor gave the impression that she was only eight or maybe nine years 
old. 

“What is this?” Virgil asked. 

“She opened the door for me,” Brian answered. “She’s all alone in here.” 

A hard wind blasted the trailer, jostling it, making dishes rattle in the cupboard. The 
trailer might have even moved an inch or two off its foundation. 

“This is bad,” Archer said. “Real bad.” 

“T am not alone,” the girl said softly. “I have my sisters.” 


“Yeah? Where are they?” Virgil barked. Upset, he probably didn’t realize he was yelling 
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at a little girl. I pulled him back. 

“What’s your name?” I asked the girl. 

“Lisa,” she replied, her voice a lilting, childish chime. “And my sisters are in the house. 
They’re in the basement.” 

“Why aren’t you with them?” 

“Because I’m not old enough. They say I’m not old enough.” 

“Damn, man,” Archer whispered. “They left her here to die.” 

“Okay, Lisa.” I knelt beside her. This close I could see she had a fair complexion and 
long blond hair; a living little doll in her ice-cream white, pleated dress. “Is there a key to the 
house around here somewhere? It’s very important we all go to the basement now.” 

“Oh no!” She shook her head. “My sisters won’t like that at all.” 

Another savage gust rocked the trailer. I grabbed Lisa’s chair to keep from toppling over. 
Something heavy in one of the back rooms fell and crashed to the ground. A fat bolt of lightning 
stuck close by. The post-ceding sonic boom of thunder seemed to lift the mobile home straight 
off the ground. 

“That’s it,” Virgil said. “We’re out of here!” He pushed open the front door. The wind 
slammed it shut. Virgil whipped his hand away a split second before he would have lost his 
fingers in the door-jam. 

“Goddamn it!” 

Brian joined him and the two football stars put their shoulders to the wood. It budged, but 
just barely. Even with their combined strength they couldn’t force the door to open more than a 


crack for more than a few seconds. 
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“Back door!” Brian yelled. In a few quick strides they crossed the room to the other door. 
Brian turned the doorknob and pushed. Wind caught the door and threw it wide open. Then 
swung it back shut with enough force to knock Brian on his ass. 

“Holy shit!” Virgil exclaimed, picking Brian off the ground. 

Outside the wind circled the trailer like the coils of a snake. The metal walls wailed as it 
started to squeeze. A crack split the kitchen window. I felt like a mouse about to be swallowed. 

“Lisa!” I gripped the girl’s shoulders. “We have to get out of here! Is there another exit? 
A trap door? Anything? Lisa!” 

She ignored me. She turned towards the door and muttered “...someday when I’m 
older...” 

“LISA!” I grabbed her shoulders and gave a mighty shake. “We have to go to the house! 
NOW!” 

The little girl fixed her china blue eyes on me and said, “You oughtn’t touch me. My 
sisters won’t like that you touched me.” 

I took my hands away and stood up. The trailer rocked. Dishes jostled and fell from their 
cabinets. A lamp in the living room toppled over, the bulb exploded with a florescent pop. 
Another great crash of heavy furniture coming down issued from the back rooms. 

I joined my friends in the middle of the trailer. We stood back-to-back in a circle, waiting 
for the worst. 

Lisa hopped off the chair. She scampered to the front door, reached up, turned the knob, 
and opened it. 

And just like that the weather stopped. No wind, no rain — nothing but a calm flat grey 


sky stretching across the horizon. 


125 


“Fuck is going on?” Virgil said. “What just fucking happened?” 

Lisa stood in the open doorway. She looked over her shoulder at us. “You oughtn’t cuss. 
My sisters don’t like cussing.” 

A gentle breeze tickled her long blonde hair. She turned back to the house and said. 


“Here they come.” 


A line of four very attractive young ladies walked towards the trailer. Behind them, the 
last of the day’s sun clawed at the slate grey clouds, leaving pink and purple tears in the sky. The 
girls giggled and hugged on each other as they skipped over rainwater puddles. Katie, the sexy 
waitress, clapped her hands when she saw us crowded around Lisa in the doorway. She squeezed 
the girl next to her and whispered something in her ear. 

The other girl threw her head back and laughed. 

“Boys!” Katie ran forward to greet us. “I’m so glad you could make it!” 

Virgil, hyped on adrenaline and confusion, snapped, “Where the hell were you? We 
almost died out here! And you leave this little girl, Christ, all alone in a fucking trailer during a 
fucking tornado?” 

Bold as you please, Katie put her hands on Virgil’s hips and tiptoed to kiss him on the 
mouth. 

Virgil shut up. 

“So glad you could make it!” she said breaking away from Virgil and touching each of us 
in turn as she met our eyes. “Let me introduce you to my sisters.” 

“Hold up,” Brian brushed her hand away. “This ain’t right. Lisa told us she wasn’t 


allowed in the basement. Are you trying to kill her or something?” 
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By now all the sisters had gathered around. One of them held her arms out and Lisa 
jumped into them. The sister nuzzled Lisa’s neck and propped her up on a shapely hip. “Lisa, 
you bad girl, what are you telling these boys?” she asked. 

“I didn’t tell them anything but that I wasn’t old enough to go in the basement.” Lisa 
pouted. Then she cut her eyes at Virgil and whispered. “That boy cusses a lot.” 

The sisters laughed. 

“He’s just upset darling,” Katie said. “He doesn’t mean anything by it.” 

“Like fuck he doesn’t,” I muttered. 

That earned me a lot of frowns. 

“Lisa is our sister and we love her,” Katie explained. “She isn’t allowed in the basement 
because it isn’t safe there. We don’t want her getting hurt.” 

“So you leave her in a trailer — a trailer! — during a tornado?” Archer joined the 
conversation. 

“While you hide in the basement?” Brian added. 

The sisters looked at one another, silently communicating. Katie shrugged. “We were 
going to invite you for dinner, but if that’s the way you feel. Maybe you should just go.” 

“Wait,” Virgil held up a hand. “What did you mean the basement isn’t safe?” 

“It is where we store tools and chemicals. For the farm. No place for a small child,” one 
of the sister’s said. 

“But you all were there? You couldn’t watch her?” 

“We were there? Who said we were there?” 

“Lisa did,” Virgil said hesitantly, realizing how petty and naive that sounded. “Plus we 


knocked, and nobody answered.” 
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“Mmm hmm,” Katie took Virgil’s hand and inspected his raw knuckles. “You must have 
knocked very loud indeed.” She rubbed a finger over his pink flesh. “But we weren’t in the 
house at all or we’d have heard you.” 

“So where were you?” 

“Me? I was in the chicken coop, repairing the roof.” Katie turned to the girl next to her. 
“Robin?” 

The shortest of the group, Robin had a wide-eyed, childish face with dimples and a 
pointed nose. Her hair was dishwater blonde in a playful, disheveled pixie cut with one thin braid 
—a rat tail — hanging down the left side. She wore a mid-calf denim skirt and swoop-necked 
oversized T. She smiled at her sister — all dimples and white teeth — and said, “I was in the barn, 
closing the shutters.” 

“Whitney?” Katie asked the next girl. 

Whitney, obviously, was the black sister Katie had told Brian about at the café. Although 
Katie was sexy in a voluptuous, perhaps trashy way, Whitney was absolutely, classically 
stunning. She wore a full body, white leotard that showed off her lean torso and round breasts. A 
colorful sarong wrapped around her waist clung to her bottom and thighs. Her skin was as 
flawless and dark as polished onyx. And her eyes were devastating; almond shaped, thick lashes, 
black from pupil to iris. Set in a long, majestic face that must have descended from divinely 
ordained royalty. 

“Let’s see,” Whitney rested a finger against her chin. “I was in the kennel with Wolfie 
and Roxy. You know how they get when it thunders.” 

Whitney smirked at Virgil. “Wolfie and Roxy are our dogs.” She explained. “You can 


ask them if I’m lying if you want.” 
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“Be nice,” Katie told her. Then turned to the last sister. “Sasha?” 

Sasha held Lisa in her arms and, of the sisters, seemed most suited to the task. She was 
plump in a pleasant, maternal way. Top heavy with a small belly pouch that bulged out the 
midsection of her yellow sundress. She had a plain face and a large nose with a bump in the 
middle. Oversized eyeglasses obscured her dark brown eyes. She had lots of thick chestnut hair, 
but it was pulled into a sloppy ponytail. Clearly the least attractive of the sisters. 

“Well I suppose I’m the bad girl,” Sasha poked Lisa in the ribs. Lisa slapped Sasha’s 
hand and squealed. “I was in the basement. You know how the south wall leaks when it rains. I 
was spreading kitty litter to soak it up. And I guess I did hear you knock, but I thought it was just 
the wind. Sorry.” 

“So?” Katie asked. “Are we forgiven?” 

“Wait,” Archer said. “None of you took shelter? From the storm?” 

“You city boys...,” Katie put her hands on her hips and cocked her head. “Make it sound 
like a little wind and rain is the end of the world.” 

“A little rain? There was a tornado!” Archer exclaimed. 

“Not much of one,” Sasha snorted. “We’ve seen worse, haven’t we?” This to Lisa who 
nodded in agreement. “And where do we go when there’s a tornado?” 

“The trailer,” Lisa said. 

“And why?” 

“Because it is safer there.” 

“That’s right.” Sasha looked at us. “Because the windows are small and strong, it is 
bolted into a concrete foundation, and the walls are reinforced steel. The safest place during a 


storm.” 
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“Well,” Virgil flashed a big shit-eating grin. “Don’t we feel stupid!” 

“No, you were just worried about Lisa. That’s sweet really.” Katie, still holding his hand, 
tugged him toward her. “You will stay for dinner then? We do so love company.” 

“If you'll still have us after we acted like such assholes.” 

Katie laughed, and then moved in close and whispered. “Virgil, honey. Watch the 
language in front of Lisa?” 

“Oh shit,” Virgil said too loud. Then softer, “Sorry. Of course, I’m sorry.” He made a 
zipping motion across his lips. “Sorry.” 

“Why don’t we go back inside,” Sasha said, setting Lisa down. “We can get something to 
drink while we wait for supper.” 


Lisa ran ahead. We followed her and her sisters to the dark house. 


The girls asked for help opening windows and we obliged. Candles were found and lit, 
adding a romantic light to the sepia shadows of the post-storm dusk. They told us to wait in the 
living room while they went for drinks. White lace curtains billowed softly and the candle flames 
barely flickered. The once ferocious wind now reduced to little more than a mouse’s breathe. It 
was eerily calm in the caliginous country home. 

Virgil plopped down on the loveseat. “Gentlemen,” he said quietly. “Prepare to get laid.” 

The rest of us took seats where we found them. Brian and I ended up on the couch, 
Archer in an armchair. 

“No,” Brian said. “We have to leave. Now. As soon as possible.” 

“T agree,” I said. 


“Yeah,” Archer made it a consensus. “I want to go home.” 
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“What are you talking about? We can’t leave. Even if we wanted to, we can’t bike on 
those muddy roads. Face it, friends. We are spending the night here. So.” Virgil rubbed his hands 
together. “Prepare to get laid.” 

“No.” Brian reiterated. “If I don’t make it home, tonight, my mother will call out the 
National Guard to come looking for me. Even if we have to walk through the mud, we’re 
leaving.” 

“That’s ridiculous. Look, they have to have a phone. We’ll call our parents, tell them the 
storm was too bad and we had to stay another night at Wyatt’s. And we’ll leave first thing in the 
morning.” 

Brian folded his arms across his chest and scowled. “We never should have come here. 
We should’ve gone to Tonganoxie.” 

“What is wrong with you guys?” Virgil checked the doorway to make sure the girls 
weren’t listening. “Four of them? Four of us? All alone in an empty house? This could be just 
like one of those Penthouse letters and you want to /eave? You’re killing me.” 

Laughter and footsteps sounded from the hall. We sat back and stopped talking. Katie and 
Robin entered carrying trays loaded with drinking glasses. “Here we are,” Katie announced. 
“Drinks.” 

“Let me get that.” Virgil jumped up to take the tray from Katie’s hands. Archer did the 
same for Robin. They set the trays on the coffee table and started passing out the glasses. Brian 
and I stood to accept our drinks. 

The liquid was red and thick. I sniffed the glass. 

“It’s wine,” Katie said. “We don’t have dinner guests very often, so when we do, we like 


to go all out.” 
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Robin giggled. 

Brian and I set our glasses down. 

“You don’t like wine?” 

“T’m not a big drinker,” I said. 

“We have lemonade?” Katie offered. “Soda?” 

“Do you have a phone?” Brian asked abruptly. Virgil shot him an angry look. 

“What my friend means to say is,” Virgil turned to Katie and held her hands, “we really 
should call our... friends in Lansing and let them know we’ll be late.” 

“Oh, you won’t make it to Lansing.” Katie said. “The roads around here are impassable 
after a storm. I’m afraid you’re stuck with us tonight.” 

Virgil smiled so big his molars showed. 

“The phone?” Brian prodded. 

“Yes, the phone?” Virgil asked. Katie bit her lip and looked concerned. “We’ll leave you 
money for the long distance,” Virgil offered. 

“No, it’s not that. The thing is; we don’t have our own phone. We, um.... We tap into a 
city line.” 

“Ah,” Virgil said. “So...?” 

“See we don’t really have any use for a phone except in case of an emergency, so we 
don’t feel we should have to pay for one. You must think that’s terrible.” 

“Not at all!” 

“So we have to be careful with how we use the phone.” 


“Does this mean we can’t call our... friends?” Brian asked. 
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“No, you can. But, well.... It would be better for us if you didn’t tell them where you’re 
calling from.” 

“I understand completely,” Virgil said. “And it won’t be a problem. In fact I was thinking 
of telling them we were still in Lawrence so they wouldn’t worry. That’ll work out best for both 
of us.” 

“Mmm, yes.” Katie led Virgil towards the kitchen. “Right this way.” 

Brian started to follow. “You stay here,” Virgil stopped him. “P1 call my friends and tell 
them to call all your friends.” Brian looked dubious but Virgil insisted. “It'll be fine. Stay here.” 

Whitney and Sasha entered carrying plates of crackers and vegetables. Katie plucked a 
few cherry tomatoes from the plate. She ate one and held the other to Virgil’s lips. He opened his 
mouth and she popped it in as they vanished down the hall. 

Sasha set the plate on the coffee table. “Fresh from our own garden,” she boasted. 

“Well, not the crackers,” Whitney added. 

Brian and I made room for the girls on the oversized couch. Robin and Archer took the 
loveseat. I leaned forward and grabbed a handful of butter crackers and some carrot sticks. 

Robin asked about the movie and Archer went off, talking about the important people 
he’d met and how big a star he was going to be. I crunched away on my noisy snacks. 

When Archer ran out of gas the conversation hit a lull. Sasha turned to me and asked, 
“Would you like a napkin?” 

I brushed crumbs from the collar of my shirt and said through a mouth full of shredded 
orange tubers, “Thanks. And some of that lemonade?” 

Sasha smiled sweetly and stood up. As she was leaving, I saw her give Whitney a look 


that said ‘Can you believe what a jerk this guy is? If he thinks he’s getting some off me, he is 
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sadly mistaken. No way I’m letting a dipshit like him next to my goodies.’ You might not think I 
could surmise all that from a look, but trust me; I'd seen it before. Plenty. 

Whitney hooked an elbow over the sofa and rested her hand on Brian’s shoulder. “You 
must be an athlete.” 

Brian grunted. 

“Football? Basketball?” Whitney continued. 

“Yes,” Brian nodded. He avoided looking at her by sipping wine from his glass. 

“Okay,” Whitney took her hand away. 

“So,” I said, swiping more crackers. “How did you girls wind up living here? Is this some 
sort of commune for runaways or something?” 

Whitney laughed. “Is it that obvious?” 

“What?” 

“That we’re a bunch of messed up runaways trying to get our lives straight through good 
old country living?” Whitney said with a sarcastic edge to her voice. 

“Huh?” 

“Well, we have to be runaways. Right?” She continued. “Good, normal girls wouldn’t 
live like this. Right?” 

“Sorry.” I put the cracker down. “I didn’t mean to imply anything; it’s just that you don’t 
usually find a group of girls living alone on a farm.” 

Whitney raised her chin and said, “We own this farm. We live off what we grow. We’re 
family. Does that satisfy you?” 

Brian bit his upper lip and shook his head at me. Across the room, Archer leaned back so 


Robin couldn’t see him and dragged a finger across his throat. 
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“Ye-es,” I said. “Yes it does. Satisfies me deeply. Thank you.” 

Another lull followed. 

Eventually Robin commented on how she could never be an actress because she got 
nervous in front of crowds, which started Archer going again on the differences between acting 
for the stage and acting for the camera. He was demonstrating how the eyes — most ineffectual 
for stage actors — are critical to a movie star’s performance, when a strong gust of wind from the 
open window snapped the curtains and threatened the candles. 

Robin hugged herself and cuddled against Archer. “Maybe we should close the 
windows?” she suggested. 

“Got it.” I said, rising off the couch, eager to make myself useful. 

I walked around to the windows and gripped the sash. A breeze washed over my torso. It 
felt so good I leaned down and put my face next to the screen. Ahhh. Cool and sweet. 

A soft rattling noise jarred me from my reverie. I couldn’t place the sound — A small 
animal scampering over gravel? A snake? I searched for the culprit but the sun had long since 
disappeared, storm cloud remnants blocked the moon, and with no electric lights on in the house 
the yard was as black as a pool of ink. 

Hope it’s not a snake, I thought and straightened up to close the window. 

Another chorus of rattling, louder this time. I whipped my head towards the source. 
There, at the end of the driveway, the same dark figure I’d seen earlier in the trees stood by the 
mailbox. 

I froze. 

It wasn’t a man; it couldn’t be a man. It was far too tall to even be human. It had to be a 


trick of the light. An odd shadow cast by a passing cloud. That’s all. 
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I stared at the dark shape, trying to make sense of it, until my eyes watered over. I 
blinked. There, where the mouth would be, sharp yellow teeth in a wide, smiling V. The shadow 
figure rattled again — a chuckle? — followed by a sharp intake of breath. 

On the exhale, a powerful blast of arctic air tore through the window, extinguishing the 
candles and casting the house into total darkness. 


I yelped like a tail-stomped dog. 


“What happened?” Virgil rushed in carrying a candle. “Is everyone okay?” 

Katie and Sasha followed close behind, holding lights of their own. 

“Wind blew the candles out,” Whitney explained. 

“Tt was really weird,” Robin added. “Freaky.” 

“But you’re okay?” Virgil touched his candle flame to the extinguished wicks on the 
coffee table. “We heard one of you girls scream.” 

Whitney and Robin shook their heads ‘no’. 

“That would be Shane,” Archer said, pointing towards where I was just now slamming 
the last window closed. 

“Oh.” Virgil turned to me. “Yeah. The dark is pretty... pretty scary, huh, Shane? Would 
you like a candle of your own to hold?” 

“Fucking funny,” I snapped. 

Sensing the severity of my unease, Virgil walked over and asked, “What’s wrong?” 

I spoke soft so only Virgil could hear. “I saw somebody out there.” 

“Really?” Virgil pulled the curtain aside. “Where?” 


“He was standing in the driveway. Watching the house.” 


136 


“T don’t see anybody.” 

“Sure, because it’s so light outside.” 

“Well let’s go check it out.” he started for the door. 

“Wait! No!” I cried. Everyone in the sitting room turned to look at us. 

Virgil smiled at them. He draped an arm over my shoulder, putting me in a sort of 
headlock. ““We’re just going to check the bikes,” he said. “Shane’s worried they might have been 
damaged by the storm.” 

“Can’t that wait until morning?” Katie stood up. 

“Won’t be a minute,” Virgil assured her. “Come on Shane.” He tugged me through the 
door and out of the house. 

Standing on the porch I started to tremble, even though the air was warm. Virgil held the 
candle up and asked, “So where did you see this peeping tom?” 

“By the mailbox.” 

Virgil bound down the stairs and jogged to the end of the driveway. I followed. 

“Around here somewhere?” he asked, squatting low to inspect the ground. He ran fingers 
over the gravel. “No footprints, but then you wouldn’t get any on gravel anyway.” He dusted his 
hands off and looked around. “Did you see his face? What did he look like?” 

“Tt was too dark. I couldn’t make anything out.” 

“But you’re sure it was a man?” 

“T don’t know. Yes. It was a man. Or something.” 

“Well there’s nobody here now. You want to circle the house?” 

“No! I don’t want to circle the house. I want to get out of here. This whole setup is 


wrong. You really think those girls live out here all by themselves? Farming?” 
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“Why not?” 

“Look at them! They’re beautiful. They wouldn’t be living alone on a fucking farm.” 

“Sasha’s just alright.” 

“What?” 

“Sasha? The chubby girl?” Virgil made a chubby girl figure with his hands. “She’s not 
beautiful. She’s just alright.” 

“Jesus Christ. The point is; this is obviously some kind of scam or a trap or something.” 

“Sasha’s yours, by the way,” Virgil said. “When it comes time to screw? You get the 
chubby girl.” 

“I’m serious Virgil. I’ve got a very bad feeling about this place. We are being set up for 
something. Something bad.” 

Virgil sighed. “Okay Shane. I know you read a lot of horror books and you’ve got a 
hyperactive imagination and all, but this is getting out of control. These girls? They are not 
setting us up so some bogey man can jump out of the cupboard and whack our heads off. They 
are just a group of lonely farm girls looking to spend the night with some strange dick. It 
happens. So knock off all this Stephen King shit.” 

The front door opened. Katie stood there, bathed in soft yellow candlelight. Behind her I 
saw living shadows crawling over the walls, growing in mass, filling the entire house with evil 
darkness. 

Virgil, I’m sure, didn’t see anything past Katie’s wide green eyes, hourglass figure, and 
luxurious red hair. 


“Is something wrong?” she asked. 
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“No, no.” Virgil started for the house. “It’s nothing. Shane thought he might have seen 
somebody out here, but....”” He shrugged his shoulders. “There’s nobody.” 

“Mmm Hmm.” Katie fixed her beguiling eyes on me and said. “We used to have a creep 
who would come around and spy on us all the time. Probably harmless, but still kind of 
frightening. Especially for us girls living out here all alone.” 

The way she said it; a slight smile on her lips and those eyes searching mine, made me 
certain that she had heard my conversation with Virgil. And she was throwing it back in my face. 

“Maybe we can still catch him,” Virgil said. “Teach him a lesson.” 

“Oh no, he stopped coming around when we got Wolfie and Roxy. Speaking of which, 
Whitney is letting them out for the night, so we should probably go inside.” 

“Are they like attack dogs or something?” Virgil asked. 

“Well once you’ve been properly introduced to them, they are just as cuddly as kittens.” 

“But if you haven’t been properly introduced?” I asked. 

“They’ ll rip your throat out.” Katie handed me her candle. “Besides, dinner is ready. I 
imagine you boys must be very hungry.” She linked one arm with Virgil, one with me, and led us 


into the dark house. 


Pasta and homemade spaghetti sauce, fresh salad, and lemonade. I cautiously worked 
through my first serving, barely tasting the food as my eyes darted from face to face, corner to 
corner, waiting for the unspoken signal that would queue the chainsaw-wielding psycho to burst 
from his hidden room and cut us to pieces. It didn’t happen. Then, when Sasha graciously piled a 
second heap on my plate, I tucked into the dinner and realized what a difference garden fresh 


vegetables make. The tomatoes were tangy without being sweet — not like that glorified catsup 
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sold in a jar — and whereas I’d always made a habit of picking the soggy green stuff and onions 
out of the store-bought crap, the bell peppers and scallions in tonight’s meal were crunchy and 
flavorful. And I couldn’t tell you the difference between basil and Rathbone, but whatever spices 
the girls used really added a kick. By the time I’d scooped out my third helping, I was less 
concerned about some big ol’ boy slicing off my face and using it as a mask than I was worried 
there might not be enough for fourths. 

Virgil and Archer dominated the meal time conversation. Archer was always eager to talk 
about himself and Virgil kept piling white lie on top of white lie to make us seem like the most 
perfectly interesting (and fuckable!) teenagers ever to pop zits. After the serving bowls were 
empty and the plates licked clean, Archer explained in great detail the differences between acting 
and modeling. Did you know modeling is actually harder than acting? True. As an actor, you 
worry about how you look in the clothes. As a model, you have to worry about how the clothes 
look on you. An entirely different approach is needed between the two professions. ... 

Little Lisa, sitting on Sasha’s lap, yawned so big she made the candelabra in the center of 
the table flicker. 

And with that, it was decided that dinner had finished. We offered to help clean up, but 
Katie instructed us to go wait in the sitting room. She said they would be along to join us as soon 
as they cleared the table and put Lisa to bed. 

When we were out of earshot from the girls, Virgil threw himself on the sofa, laced his 
fingers behind his head and smiled. “A good meal followed by a good fuck. What do you all 
think?” 


Brian scowled. “This is a mistake,” he said. “Something is not right here.” 
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“Christ, you sound just like Shane,” Virgil leaned forward. “Look, if you’re not happy 
with Whitney, I'll trade you. She is fucking gorgeous.” 

“That’s the problem. What’s she doing out here? Who owns this place?” 

“Well. They do. I guess.” 

“And how do four young girls like that afford a farm?” 

“Maybe one of them inherited it.” 

“No,” Brian decided. “And what about that little girl Lisa? Where did she come from?” 

“She’s one of their sisters.” 

“Which one? I don’t see any family resemblance. And even if she is, that’s not good 
enough. She needs parents, not sisters. This situation is wrong.” 

I chimed in, “That’s exactly what I said.” 

Virgil pushed the heels of his hands against his eyes. “You guys are killing me. Knife-in- 
the-heart killing me.” 

“Not like we have a choice,” Archer added, sitting next to Virgil. “We’re kind of stuck 
here. Might as well make the best of it.” 

Virgil patted him on the leg. Attaboy! 

“More like trapped here,” I said. “They’ve got dogs roaming around outside that’ ll tear 
out your throat if you try to leave.” 

“Come on, Shane. Don’t you think you’ re overstating things?” Virgil countered. 

“Man, I’m just repeating what Katie said verbatim.” 

“She was talking about intruders. Not us.” 

“Well why don’t you go out there and explain that to the dogs?” 


Virgil showed me his middle finger. 
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Brian turned to me and asked, “What do you want to do?” 

“I want to call my mommy and have her come pick me up,” I whined like a petulant 
child, “but since I can’t, I guess we pretty much have to stay. But I’m keeping one eye open all 
night. They’re not going to catch me asleep.” 

“Yeah,” Brian agreed. “I’d say we could take turns standing guard but I don’t trust you.” 

“Hey, that was just watching over Archer. This time’ll be different. It’s my own neck I’m 
worried about.” 

“Listen to you two,” Virgil interrupted. “I expect this type of stuff from Shane, but Brian? 
Come on, man.” 

“Tt is wrong being here,” Brian said. “If you weren’t thinking with your dick, you’d see it 
too.” 

“Right now my dick is making more sense than both of you combined.” 
The glow of candle light coming from the hallway shut us up. Katie and Robin emerged 
from the darkness. 

“So what are you boys talking about?” Katie asked. She crossed the room, motioned for 
Virgil to scoot over, and sat next to him on the couch. 

“We were just talking about how lucky we are to have met you girls.” He draped an arm 
over her shoulder. 

“Mmmm.” She leaned into him. “The feeling is mutual.” 

“Did any of you need to wash up?” Robin asked the rest us. 

It wasn’t a bad idea. Brian, Archer and I followed her upstairs where she deposited us in 


a guest room with a connected bath. 
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“You know the master bedroom downstairs also has a bathroom.” She turned to Archer 
and asked, “I can take you there if you want? So you don’t have to wait?” 

“Uh,” Archer grinned. “Sure. Okay.” 

They left hand in hand. 


And then there were two. 


I told Brian about the dark figure I’d seen in the woods, then again in the yard. I tried to 
explain — without sounding to crazy — how I thought it, whatever it was, was responsible for the 
storm, for the wind.... How it was, well, evil. 

Brian wasn’t willing to go that far. 

“What I think is there’s some dudes in this house waiting to jump us,” he concluded. 
“Take whatever money we have, something like that. If we stay on our guard, they won’t be able 
to get the drop on us. We’ll be okay.” 

That was kind of reassuring. Pretty bad when the thought of a gang of murderous thieves 
is actually a comfort. 

Brian went to the bathroom and closed the door for privacy, leaving me alone in the 
room, sitting on the bed; two candles the only source of light. 

I took one of the candles to the window. It was so dark outside, the house might as well 
been sitting on the bottom of the ocean. I drew the shade down and shivered. 

Back on the bed, I listened to the sounds of the house. Somewhere water rushed through a 


pipe. Wind caressed the roof. Otherwise it was deathly silent. 
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Then I heard a murmur from the room next door. I moved to the wall and the sound grew 
louder. I put my ear against it. Voices. I couldn’t make out words, but they were soft and 
feminine. Maybe Sasha putting Lisa to bed? 

I strained to hear more. 

Suddenly a rough, animal noise — like a growl or a bark — exploded from the wall. At the 
same time, the electric overhead light flared to life in a blinding flash. I jumped and my heart 
exploded in my chest. 

“Brian!” I yelled. 

“Yeah, the light came on in here too,” he said from the bathroom. “Good.” 

“No, did you hear that?” I ran to the bathroom door. 

“Hear what?” 

“That.... That noise.” 

“No. Hold on, I’Il be out in a minute.” 

The electric light dimmed, then sputtered and died. 


Perfect. 


“I am seriously freaked out,” I told Brian after he’d finished washing up. With the 
electricity gone, it was back to candlelight and living shadows. I stood at the foot of the bed, my 
heart sputtering in sync with the flickering flames. 

“Me too,” he said. 

“No, I mean it. I’m really scared.” 

“T know.” 


How to explain it to him? 
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“Brian,” I said. “I know you don’t believe me when I say I saw a... monster outside —” 

“—] believe you believe you saw something—” 

‘And thanks for that, but right now I need you to believe me when I say that something 
is very, very wrong here.” 

“Yeah, okay.” He looked at me and nodded. “Right.” 

“No, see, you’re still thinking this is about robbery or... or... I don’t know. Something 
we can fight. We can’t fight what’s wrong here. It’s evil.” 

Brian sighed. “Shane....” 

“Okay, so maybe I didn’t see the monster. Maybe that was just a trick of the light. But 
what about the noise I just heard? It wasn’t human, Brian. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever heard 
before.” My voice dropped to a whisper and I pointed. “And it was right behind that wall!” 

Brian shook his head. 

“You don’t believe I heard it, do you?” I asked. 

“I believe you believe....” 

“Oh please!” 

“Hey, I didn’t hear anything.” Brian sat down on the bed. “And if it was as loud as you 
say it was, then I would have heard it too, right?” 

I threw my hands up in despair. 

“Look, Shane,” Brian said. “I’m with you, man. This place ain’t right. Something is 
going on with those girls. They don’t own this place — they can’t. They’re too young. And that 
little one? Lisa? She should be with her parents. I’m even thinking of making an anonymous call 


to the police about it as soon as we get home. But for now? We really don’t have a choice.” 
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“Sure we do. We can leave. Like you said, we can walk our bikes if it’s too muddy to 
ride. Fucking sleep outside if we have to. Or not sleep at all; just keep walking until we get to the 
highway. Ride all night if we have to.” 

Brian rubbed his chin. “Virgil and Archer won’t like it,” he said. 

“So? Let them stay. We can go just you and me.” 

Brian frowned. “That wouldn’t be right. If something happens to them....” 

“T could care less. Especially about Virgil. His stupid dick is going to get us all killed.” 

Brian thought about it then said, “When we go back downstairs, I'll try to get him alone 
and talk some sense into him. He may be more reasonable if it’s just the two of us, one on one.” 

“Okay, but if he’s not? We still have to leave. With or without him.” 

“And Archer?” 

I shrugged. “Who knows with Archer? He may come, he may not. Depends on how his 
mood is swinging. But again: I don’t really care. All I know is — we need to get out of this place. 
Fast.” 

“If you feel that strongly about it, why don’t you just leave by yourself?” Brian asked, 
sounding a little peeved. He wasn’t the type to cut and run, especially if it meant abandoning 
friends, and I’m sure my craven grasp at self-preservation seemed pathetic to him. 

“Because I’m a coward and I need you to protect me,” I said. Pathetic is as pathetic does. 
“Please?” 

He grunted. “Go wash up.” 

“Then we'll leave, right?” 


“Then Pll talk to Virgil.” 
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“Okay.” I took a candle with me to the bathroom. I stopped at the door and turned to 
Brian. “I won’t be long. Don’t go anywhere, okay?” 

“You want me to come in there with you and hold your hand?” 

“Actually...?” 


“Just hurry up, fool.” 


I was sitting on the throne when I heard the bedroom door open, followed by voices — 
Brian and one of the girls’. I couldn’t make out what they were saying. I didn’t like that. 

“Brian?” I called out. “Hey Brian?” 

The floor creaked as he walked to the bathroom. “What?” he asked. 

“Uh.... What’s going on out there?” 

“Nothing. Whitney and Sasha are here.” 

“Oh. Okay.” 

More creaking as he moved away. More murmured conversation. The bedroom door 
closed. 

“Brian?” I called again, panic creeping into my voice. “Brian?” 

No answer. 

Fuck! 

I finished quick, flushed, washed up, and threw open the bathroom door to find Sasha 
sitting on the bed. Alone. 

“Your friend went to help Whitney with the fuse box,” she said. “They’ll be back soon.” 

“Oh.” 


“Ts that okay?” she asked. 
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“Sure. Why wouldn’t it be?” 

“T don’t know. You seem nervous.” 

“Me?” 

“A little bit.” 

I stood there nodding my head like a retard. “Oh,” I said. 

“There’s room if you want to sit.” She moved over and patted the mattress. 

I joined her on the bed. 

She released her hair from its ponytail and ran fingers through it. “We don’t get many 
guests here,” she said. “And Katie is the only one with a regular job. Sometimes it’s like the rest 
of us forget how to act around people. I’m sorry if I’ve done anything to make you nervous.” 

“Uh huh.” 

“T must look a fright,” she said, tugging apart her hair. 

In the glow of the candlelight, she actually looked quite soft and inviting. 

“TIl bet you have a girlfriend back in Kansas City,” she said. “I'll bet she’s beautiful.” 

“Yes. Yes she is.” 

“But then everybody is beautiful compared to me.” She flashed a sad smile. “I’m kind of 
the ugly one around here, in case you haven’t noticed.” 

“Youw’re...,” I almost said alright echoing Virgil’s assessment, but caught myself in time, 
“pretty. You’re very pretty.” 

“That’s sweet of you to say.” She reached over and grabbed my hand. 

Lord help me, I got a chubby. 

After a while, Sasha turned to me and said, “Would your girlfriend mind very much if I 


kissed you?” 
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How the fuck do you answer something like that? “Probably,” I said. 

“T want to anyway.” She leaned in and pressed her lips against mine. I let her, but didn’t 
really respond. 

She broke away, nodding her head. 

“That was sweet.” She ran a thumb over my lips. “You’re a sweet guy.” 

Sweet? I’d been nothing but a spaz all evening. This was so wrong. I was so scared. And 
yet.... And yet my chubby steadily grew into a blue-veiner. 

“Does your girlfriend know how lucky she is?” Sasha placed her hand on my thigh. 

A spasm racked my leg. 

“Wow,” Sasha moved closer. “You really are nervous.” She reached across my chest and 
pushed me down by the shoulder. She loomed over me. Her hair fell in my face. She tucked it 
behind her ear. 

“I know what will relax you,” she whispered, removing her glasses and setting them on 
the nightstand. 

I lay deathly still as she stripped off my shirt. She kissed my chest, bit my nipples. Ran 
her tongue over my ribs. 

She stood up. When I tried to move, she gently put a hand on my head to stop me. 

Bathed in candlelight, she slipped off her dress. 

She stood in front of me, totally nude. 

In an instant, my blue-veiner hardened into a diamond cutter. 


But still, somewhere inside my head, a tiny alarm sounded — No! No! Wrong! Wrong! 
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She lowered herself on top of me and kissed my lips. Softly at first, then more insistent. I 
held off as long as I could, but she overpowered me. I could not restrain myself any longer. My 
hands found her backside and my mouth opened to greet hers. 

And even as I ground my pelvis against her, my stomach churned with sickness — No! 
No! Wrong! Wrong! 

I felt a warm slug of her saliva fill my mouth. With no other option, I swallowed it. 

She moved away and grinned. “How did that taste?” 

The fuck? 

“Open your mouth.” She used a hand to squeeze my cheeks. My jaws popped open. 

She worked her throat then loosed a fat stream of spit. Slowly, it dropped from her lip 
and flowed into my mouth. 

Holy shit! 

I swallowed again. 

Fuck! 

She laughed. “Good boy. We’re almost done now.” 

I didn’t understand that at all, but didn’t have time to think about it as she climbed over 
me. She straddled my head with her knees, and then moved them apart, lowering her sex to my 
face. 


“Almost done now,” she moaned. 
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EAST KANSAS - 2012 

The house was gone. Burned down, by the looks of things; nothing left but a section of 
scorched earth with shards of a foundation poking through the dirt like chunks of bone in a 
funeral urn. 

Virgil walked the perimeter of what used to be the house, moonlight showing him the 
way. Elijah emerged from the Land Rover holding a flashlight. We waited together on the gravel 
driveway. 

At the far end of the yard, Virgil stopped. He hesitated a moment, then turned to face us. 
Elijah directed the flashlight beam at Virgil’s feet. The ground beneath the circle of light was flat 
and black as tar. 

Virgil stepped onto the light. 

He walked until he was in the middle of the rectangle then stopped. He raised his chin 
and looked around. 

“It’s gone, Shane,” he called out to me. “It’s gone!” 

Suddenly a freak wind hammered Virgil. It blew in hard, sucked away his breath and 
dropped him to his knees. From where we stood, Elijah and I could only hear the gust and see the 
results. We didn’t feel a thing. 

Elijah left my side and entered the rectangle. He took Virgil’s arm and helped him up. I 
could see their breath rising as vapor — even though the night was quite warm. Elijah steadied 
Virgil then led him out of the house’s footprint. 

He took Virgil to the Rover and offered him a bottle of water. Vigil sucked it down in a 
series of gulps. I saw tears glistening on his fat cheeks. 


“It’s not gone,” Elijah explained. “It’s just waiting.” 
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“For what?” Virgil asked. 

“You.” He sneered. “Or other fools like you.” 

“Goddamnit!” Virgil grabbed Elijah’s shoulder hard. “Where is Brian? Where is he?” 

Elijah pinched a nerve on Virgil’s wrist. Virgil winced and released his grip. 

“You’ve seen it,” Elijah said. “Now it is time for you to go back to where you came from. 
Go back and lie down.” 

Virgil’s hands balled into fists. His face contorted in frustration. “Goddamnit.” His voice 
hitched. “Goddamnit, talk sense. What happened here?” 

“Goddamnit?” Elijah repeated. “That’s a pretty loose tongue you have there, Mr. 
Templeton. You really should check yourself before speaking in such a way.” 

I got between them before Virgil’s loose tongue fell out again. 

“Here’s an idea,” I told Elijah. “Maybe you can stop acting like such a dick and just 
explain things to us? And hey, if you can pretend that we’re not impressed by your cryptic 
bullshit it’ll probably go a lot faster.” 

Elijah grinned. “Okay.” He sat on the Land Rover’s front seat, drank from his water 
bottle, leaned forward with his elbows resting on his knees and said, “When I was a young boy, 
my father brought me here and I watched while he burned the house that stood on this land down 
to the ground. I don’t remember much except the flames reaching high, high into the sky. The 
flames and the screams of the women he’d trapped inside.” 

He gazed off into distance, recalling the memory. I could almost see the licks of fire 
dancing across his blue eyes. 

“No,” he corrected himself. “Not women. They weren’t women.” 


“cryptic...” I muttered. 
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“Right.” He smiled. “Sorry. About fifteen years ago, my father destroyed a coven of 
witches that had corrupted this land. He burned them to death and sent their black souls to hell. Is 
that straightforward enough?” 

“Better,” I nodded. “Better. I mean at least now we know you’re flat out bat-shit crazy.” 

“Shut up, Shane,” Virgil said. “Go on,” he told Elijah. 

The young man continued, “Not much else to tell. Fire can devour satanic temples and 
render witches’ flesh, but the severity of the sins done on this land could not be erased in flames. 
The very earth itself has become evil. And it will never stop trying to rebuild its unholy church; 
not until all the seeds that it had cast out into the world have been identified and. . sterilized. 

“Or is that too cryptic for you?” He finished, looking right at me. 

I laughed. 

I laughed but heat rose to my cheeks and adrenaline flushed through my system. 

My wife... My kids.... And Brian Moody’s son, sitting there as cool as can be, raking me 
over with his unnatural eyes. 

Careful, I warned him in my mind. Youth and strength are on your side, but you are not 
your father. 


And you don’t really know me at all. 


Too much booze and raw emotion caused Virgil to swoon, almost pass out. It took the 
combined effort of both Elijah and I to carry him to the Rover and situate him in the passenger’s 
seat. I figured that was pretty close to what it must be like working with the whales at SeaWorld. 


Except those whales probably smelled better. 
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Virgil sat doubled over, as much as his huge belly would allow, and took shuddering, 
ragged breaths. Elijah studied him critically and said, “If you’re going to be sick, do it away from 
the truck.” 

“T’m fine,” Virgil said between gasps. He raised a limp hand and set it on his heart. “I'll 
be fine.” 

“Do you need to go to the hospital?” Elijah asked with not even a trace of concern in his 
voice. 

“Fuck no,” Virgil snapped. “No. Just...just a little time. Catch my...my breath.” 

Elijah looked at his wristwatch — a gesture that all but said hurry up and die already. 

Virgil tossed his head back and sighed. “Okay. Better now. I’m better now.” His pale 
face glistened with sweat. “Can I have some more water?” 

Elijah got a bottle from the trunk, opened it, and handed it to Virgil. He took it in both 
hands and drank slowly, steadily, refilling his alcohol-dehydrated and grease clogged veins with 
something pure. 

When he finished, Elijah asked, “Have you seen enough? Can we go now?” 

“Thanks for this,” Virgil raised the water bottle. “But no. You haven’t told us anything 
yet. Not anything I believe anyway. So let’s start with an easy one: Where exactly is Brian?” 

“T don’t know.” 

“Well...,” Virgil drawled. “You say he’s your dad? Right? How do you not know where 
your dad is?” 

“We lost him a month ago in a cave near Prague.” Elijah’s voice became as hard and cold 


as a Crusader’s sword. “He went in, and never came out.” 
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“Okay, hold on a minute.” I stood next to Virgil, ganging up on the boy. “What do you 
mean by ‘never came out’? Is he dead?” 

“We do not know if he died.” Elijah’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “We were unable to recover 
a body.” 

“And who is this “‘we’?” 

“T’m not at liberty...,” Elijah shook his head. He smiled. “The Church.” 

“The Catholic Church?” Virgil asked incredulously. 

Elijah nodded. 

“No, that’s not right,” Virgil said. “I remember. Brian ran away from home. He took Julia 
— your mother — with him because she was pregnant. They ran away to have the baby. Well. To 
have you.” 

“They ran to The Church,” Elijah explained. “The Church took them in and cared for 
them while they... absolved my father.” 

“Yeah right,” I snorted. “You’re saying the Catholic Church kidnapped Brian?” 

“No, they took him in and trained him. They made him what he is today. They made me 
what I am.” 

“And what is that, exactly?” 

Elijah turned to me. The moon reflected in his eyes. He said, “A weapon.” 

“Man, that’s good,” I mocked him to hide my fear. “That’s like every 80s movie ever 
made. A weapon! You really should strike a pose when you say that.” I raised my fists and went, 
“Grrrrr!” 


Elijah was not amused. 
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“Let me get this straight,” Virgil said. “Brian has become some sort of.... Shit, I don’t 
know. Superhero working for the Vatican?” 

“Soldier,” Elijah corrected. 

“Soldier,” Virgil acquiesced. “Fine. And the two of you go around fighting evil?” 

“You can try to trivialize it with your sarcasm, but that doesn’t make it any less true. Yes. 
We fight evil.” 

“Do you get extra points for saving the princess?” I chided. 

Elijah continued to be not amused. 

Virgil asked, “What happened to Julia? Where’s your mom?” 

“She’s safe,” Elijah replied. 

“What’s that mean?” Virgil continued. “Is she here? In Kansas? Can we see her?” 

“No.” 

“Well fuck! Why not?” 

“She is not in Kansas, she’s not in this country.” Elijah folded his arms across his chest. 
“And she wouldn’t want to see you anyway.” 

“You're a presumptuous little shit,” Virgil said. “I was friends with Julia since before you 
were born.” Virgil opened his cell phone. “Give me her phone number.” 

“My mom lives in a castle in Europe.” Elijah reached over and snapped the phone shut. 
“She doesn’t get cellular reception there. But she does get personal blessings from the Pope. So it 
evens out. And trust me — she wouldn’t want to talk to you anyway. There are plenty of 
cemeteries around where she lives and she can go visit the tombstones whenever she wants. So 


there’s really no point in talking with you, is there?” 
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“T’ve had enough of you,” Virgil sneered. “Maybe you are Brian’s son, maybe not. I 
know that if Brian had any part in raising you as a father, he wouldn’t let you get all inked up 
like some goth chick. Brian had class. You look like a punk. And I think you’re a liar too.” 

Elijah tensed. Virgil continued. “So what now? You going to hit me? Man, I can guaran- 
goddamn-tee you I’ve been hit by better men then you. You don’t impress me at all, boy. Not 
even a little.” 

“Were done here,” Elijah said and started for the Rover. Virgil turned and walked in the 
opposite direction. I stayed where I was and waited. 

Elijah keyed the engine. The Rover shook to life. Virgil continued walking away. 

Elijah drummed his hands on the steering wheel. He watched Virgil for a while, shook 
his head, and killed the engine. 

He got out of the Rover and came back to where I stood. “My father said he was 
stubborn.” Elijah’s eyes tracked Virgil’s progress, moving steadily for the tree line. “Very 
frustrating.” 

We waited together. Eventually, I cleared my throat and asked, “Did your father say 
anything about me?” 

“He said I should have sympathy for you.” 

Awww. Thanks Brian. 

“But that’s dad — always first to protect the weak.” Elijah continued, fixing me with a 
cold stare. “Even when they don’t deserve it.” 

And fuck you too, Elijah. 

Virgil ran out of open space and turned around. He saw us standing there and called out 


to Elijah, “I thought you were leaving?” 
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“Not without you,” he responded. 

Virgil started walking back. “Why? I can make it to town on my own. Go ahead and go. 
And take Shane with you. He has credit cards, he’ll be okay without me.” 

“If you want to die, Mr. Templeton, that’s your decision,” Elijah spoke loudly to be heard 
across the distance. “And probably a good one too, given your condition. But I can’t let it happen 
here. Like it or not, you’re leaving with me.” 

Virgil stopped, looked as if he was going to issue a reply, then closed his mouth and 
started moving again. 

“You're pretty keen on the suicide solution,” I said while Virgil was still out of earshot. 
“For a Catholic.” 

He replied, “I’m not a priest.” 

“That’s right. You’re a weapon.” 

“T’m glad you find it amusing.” 

“Well, you have to admit, this whole Catholic super-soldier thing you’re trying to pull off 
would be more effective if you weren’t such an asshole. Encouraging Virgil to kill himself? 
Really?” 

“No complaints from my boss so far,” he said. “But if you want to register one, hit your 
knees and fold your hands together. And hope your tongue doesn’t burst into flame when you 
speak his name.” 

Okay. You win this round, Elijah. 

Virgil was close enough now to be heard without raising his voice. He pointed a finger at 
Elijah and said calmly, “You get in your goddamn truck and get the fuck out of here before I 


kick your ass.” 
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“Don’t embarrass yourself, Mr. Templeton,” Elijah stood his ground. “You haven’t the 
stature or strength to threaten me.” 

Regardless, Virgil came at him, fists raised. Elijah barely seemed to move, but the next 
thing I saw was Virgil flat on his back, a quivering mass of disappointment. 

“If I have to carry you to the truck, I will.” Elijah squatted down next to Virgil. “PI tie 
you up and drag you away with the trailer hitch if I have to. But you’re not dying here. That’s the 
promise I made my dad.” 

“Why?” I asked, moving to Virgil’s side. “Why does Brian care where we die?” 

“Because, like I said, this place is evil.” Elijah and I helped Virgil to his feet. “We own it 
now; and we’ll keep it isolated, keep trespassers out, make sure it can’t spread its corruption 
beyond these boundaries. Mostly it’s a waiting game, and evil is very patient, but it also hates to 
lose its own. That’s why it called you back, Mr. Templeton. It’s inside you, and has been for a 
long time, and now that it feels you are close to your end, it wants you back. And if you die here 
what’s left of your soul will be trapped, forced to wait until we lose control and it is once again 
free to sow and harvest human sin. 

“And if that ever happens,” he concluded, “what’s left of your soul will be sorely 
misused. That’s why my dad sent me. To save you from that final condemnation.” 

Virgil stood under the pale moon, looking worn out and sad. He said softly, “I’m ready to 
go now.” 

Elijah started for the truck. Virgil stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “If I die... 
away from here. Will I be saved?” 

“From what I understand, you are not a religious man, are you Mr. Templeton?” 


Virgil shrugged. 
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“Then what are you asking me?” 

An edge returned to Virgil’s voice. “What you were saying — about my soul? 
Condemnation? All that? If I die later, away from this place? Will my soul be saved?” 

“T can’t answer that,” Elijah replied, digging the Rover’s keys from his pocket. “And it’s 
a little late for you to be worried about it now anyway.” 

“God damn but you are an asshole!” Virgil snapped. “So what fucking difference will it 
make where I die? I’ll be just as fucked slitting my goddamn wrists in my own goddamn 
bathroom as I would be hanging myself from that tree over there. Isn’t that right?” 

“T’ve explained it as best I can,” he replied. “Dying here would definitely seal your fate. 
Dying in your own bathroom would at least grant you an honest judgment. Some advice? You 
may want to stop taking His name in vain before you do it.” 

“Right. And what about Brian?” Virgil asked. “How was he able to... avoid this? Isn’t 
his soul just as corrupted as ours?” 

“Thirty years ago,” Elijah explained as we walked to the Rover, “when my father entered 
the house that once stood on this unholy ground, three other boys went in with him. All of them 
were marked that night. My father sought the help of The Church to remove the stain from his 
soul. It worked and he has since dedicated his life — and the life of his first born — to fighting 
Satan and his acolytes. One of the boys — named Archer if I’m not mistaken — could not come to 
terms with the horrors he’d participated in and took his own life.” 

“That’s right,” Virgil interrupted. “Yes, Archer killed himself. Remember, Shane? He 
jumped off one of the towers at Kansas University our sophomore year? Well, you weren’t there, 
but I’m sure you heard about it.” 


“Yeah Virgil. I remember.” 
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“The other two boys decided to face it on their own. Virgil Templeton turned to drink and 
gluttony, self-abuse and violence. He has never — and will never be able to — maintain an 
intimate relationship with another person. It has destroyed him physically as well as mentally.” 

“Fuck.” Virgil staggered away. A spasm racked his fat body and he spat on the ground. 

Elijah faced me. “Which leaves Shane Holloway. Mr. Holloway, apparently, has found 
his own way — a successful way — of dealing with the torment. Hasn’t he?” 

Have I? 

I smiled and opened the Rover’s passenger’s side door for Virgil. 


It was time to go. 
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EAST KANSAS — 1982 

Sasha handed me my shirt. I clenched it to my chest and watched as she slid into her 
dress, the happy yellow fabric cascading over her naked body. She pulled her hair into a pony 
tail and put on her glasses. She looked at me, then at the bulge straining against the zipper of my 
jeans, blinked twice and left the room without so much as a by-your-leave. 

What the fuck just happened? 

Moments ago, Sasha had rocked an orgasm — or at least I assumed that’s what it was — 
grinding herself against my lips and tongue. She buried her fingers in my hair, said “Oooo0” a 
lot, and then as her fingertips dug trenches in my scalp she flooded my mouth with a viscous, 
bitter secretion. 

Which I had no choice but to swallow. 

And now, maybe half a minute later, she was gone; leaving me with a head full of 
confusion, a stomach full of sick, and one righteously pissed off dick. 

I scrambled into my t-shirt and lurched to the door. I opened it slowly and inspected the 
hallway. She was truly gone. 

I closed the door and leaned against it, sinking to the ground on wobbly legs. 

What the FUCK just happened? 

I sat there for a long time — wide, vacant eyes gazing at the candle on the nightstand; my 
mind a total blank. 

Eventually, as my erection flagged, my mental equilibrium returned and I got to my feet. 
I went to the bathroom and splashed water on my face, vigorously rubbing my mouth and chin, 
sucking in huge quantities of water from my palms then spewing it back in the basin. It was the 


best I could do to remove the residual smell and sensation without using gasoline and a match. 
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I returned to the bedroom and paced the floor. Where was Brian? Clearly we’d been 
separated so they could get us alone, but I had no freaking clue why; unless it was some kind of 
contest between them. Ten points for finger-popping; twenty for balling. Fifty for face-fucking; 
one hundred if you blast a shot down his throat. Ding ding ding (raise Sasha’s hand) we have a 
winner! 

Stop. Focus. 

I sat on the bed and stared at the door, willing Brian to walk through it. Brian was strong. 
He could resist Whitney’s advances. He was probably on his way back here right now, furious at 
the girls’ sick games and determined to leave. Any minute now, he would crash through that 
door, sweep me in his arms and carry me away from this damned house. 

Any minute now.... 

Aaaaaaany minute.... 

I don’t know how long I waited, but it was easily an hour. Apparently even Brian’s moral 
convictions had their limits. 

By now, both candles had burned low. Much longer and their wicks would go out. The 
thought of being alone in the dark prompted me to action. I took one of the candles, opened the 
door, and scanned the hallway. 

The light didn’t penetrate far, but what I could see was empty. 

I stepped into the hall and headed for the stairs. 

A small form at the top of the stairs took shape as I approached. I held my arm out. The 
candlelight played over a little girl’s head of long blonde hair. 

The child turned around slowly. It was Lisa. The whites of her eyes glowed in the light 


from the flame. 
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“You oughtn’t be out here.” She frowned. 

That’s why I really needed Brian. I’m sure he wouldn’t have been absolutely, hysterically 
terrified by a small child sitting in the dark. But it was all I could do to not leave a steaming pile 
of waste on the floor before running screaming back into the room and hiding under the bed. 

I steeled my nerves and approached. 

“Lisa,” I said with a shaky voice. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in bed?” 

“My sisters won’t like that you’re not in your room,” she replied. 

“Well.” I stood next to her at the top of the stairs. “I don’t want to upset your sisters. P’ 11 
go back to my room real soon, but first I need to find my friends. Do you know where my friends 
are?” 

She didn’t answer, just continued looking at me with irritation bordering on anger. 

I imagined her tripping me if I tried descending the stairs — a mental picture of me 
snapping my neck as I tumbled down, down down. I moved close to the wall and grabbed the 
banister. 

“Lisa? Where are your parents?” I asked, nervously making conversation as I put one 
foot on the next lower step. 

“I have no parents. Only sisters.” 

“Oh, surely you have parents. Everybody has parents.” 

She shook her head. “Only sisters.” 

“Well do your sisters have parents?” 


“No!” she cried. “Only sisters!” 
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“Okay.” I was about seven steps down now, my face level with hers. “Don’t be upset. I 
just thought you might have a daddy or a brother. A boy around here somewhere?” What I left 
unasked was, ‘With a shotgun or a chainsaw or something that he’s going to try to kill me with?’ 

“We don’t need boys. For long.” 

A curious answer. I followed up with another question. “What do you need boys for? Do 
they help around the farm?” 

“No....” She looked confused for a moment, and then said, “No, we don’t need their help. 
We just need to use them.” 

“Use them how?” 

She blinked. “To do magic,” she answered. 

“Uh huh,” I took a few more steps down. Obviously I was wasting time with Lisa. Either 
she didn’t know what was going on, or didn’t understand it if she did. I had to go find Brian. 

“When I’m older,” she continued, “PI be able to do magic too. My sisters say I’ll be very 
good at it. They say I’m a very powerful and once the change happens, I’ll be able to work my 
magic over many, many boys.” 

I kept an eye on her as I carefully descended the stairs. Halfway down and I still didn’t 
trust her not to try and trip me up somehow. 

“I don’t think I’d want to use my magic on you, though,” she said. “You look funny.” 

Sigh. I kept going, one foot over the other. 

“Lisa,” a voice from the bottom of the stairs said. “Is this boy giving you trouble?” 

Once my heart started beating again, I looked down and saw Sasha standing there; her 
face hard and stern, glaring at me. 


“He left his room,” Lisa said. “I told him you wouldn’t like that.” 
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“Okay,” Sasha said. “It’s time anyway. You can go to your room now.” 

Lisa started down the stairs. She looked at me as she passed and frowned. At the bottom, 
Sasha kissed the top of her head and sent her on her way with a pat on the butt. 

After Lisa had gone, Sasha said, “Come on.” and walked away. 

I considered my options. I didn’t seem to have any. 


I followed Sasha. 


Everybody else had already gathered downstairs in the kitchen. My friends stood next to 
their girls. I tried to meet Brian’s eyes, but he wouldn’t look at me. Whitney, however, showed 
me a wicked grin. She hugged Brian and nuzzled his neck; marking her territory. 

“Okay, we’re all here,” Virgil said to Katie, sounding more than a little annoyed. “You 
wanted to show us something?” 

Somewhere in the house, a clock chimed. Katie waited as the bells rang; one, two, all the 
way through twelve. 

“In the basement, honey,” Katie opened a door. “Follow me.” 


She went first, a lone candle leading us down into absolute darkness. 


Katie circled the basement lighting candles stuck in tall, ornamental holders. Each new 
blaze illuminated a section of what appeared to be — for lack of better term — a witches’ lair: a 
large pentagram resplendent with occult symbols and lettering covered the floor; an altar draped 
in shiny black cloth stood in the center; bones of indiscriminant origin were scattered about and a 
pile of what looked like human hair had collected in the corner. Rust colored stains decorated the 


walls in violent splashes. 
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At the opposite side of the room, Katie lit the wicks on a large, six prong candelabra. The 
light revealed an upside-down crucifix. Smoke from the flames gathered in Christ’s thorny 
crown then crawled over his blackened face at it rose to the ceiling. 

In the flickering candlelight, Christ’s painted eyes came alive. They found me. I looked 
into those suffering eyes and knew I was beyond salvation. 

Virgil whooped. “Hey, shit! Good one. Goooood one. Funny. You girls really are 
something. I mean this is... this is.... Heh. I mean this is a lot of trouble, you know, for a joke. 
Are you, like, performance artists or something? Shit. Are we on camera? Is this candid camera? 
Hey, Katie, I hope they weren’t rolling film earlier in your room. ‘Cause if that was part of the 
joke too, you really went above and beyond. You deserve an Oscar for that performance.” 

“Virgil,” Brian snapped. “Stop.” 

By now the girls had gathered at the altar. They watched us silently, waiting. 

“T think we should go,” Archer said, backing away towards the stairs. 

Virgil put his hands on his hips and huffed. “Well fuck. I guess so.” He kicked a bone. It 
rattled across the floor, hit the wall and snapped in two. “You’re messed up.” He pointed a finger 
at Katie. “Unless this is supposed to be funny. No, you know what? Even if this is a joke? It 
misses funny by a long shot. A long fucking shot. 

“Let’s go,” he turned to leave. 

“Virgil, honey,” Katie stopped him. He looked over his shoulder. “You can’t leave now. 
The party’s just getting started.” 

She stripped of her shirt and stepped out of her shorts. The other girls also disrobed. 


Naked, they stood hip to hip. Waiting. 
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“T’ve already planted my seed in you,” Katie continued. “And my sisters have done the 
same with your friends.” She stroked Whitney’s hair. Whitney smiled and kissed her on the 
cheek. “Don’t you want to return the favor?” 

With a plaintive scream, Brian flew into a rage. He grabbed the nearest candleholder, 
held it like a club and charged. Virgil tackled him just as he was about to strike a terrible blow 
against Whitney’s head. 

Whitney hadn’t flinched. She watched the scene with joyful eyes. Waiting. 

“Brian.” Virgil held him down. “Brian! Look at me. Drop the stick.” 

Brian released his hand. The candleholder clattered to the ground and rolled away. 

“Guys,” Archer said. He stood at the bottom of the stairs. “I tried the door. It’s locked.” 

Virgil got to his feet. He approached Katie, absolutely shameless in her nudity, and held 
out his hand. “Keys,” Virgil said. 

She spread her arms and legs wide. “Search me.” 

Virgil swiped her shorts from the ground. He turned his back and riffled through them. 

No keys. 

“We’ll fucking break it down,” he scowled. “Come on Brian.” 

They charged up the stairs and started hammering the door. 

The girls watched. And waited. 

“Shane,” Sasha called my name. I looked at her. She lifted herself onto the altar and sat 
on the edge with her legs dangling down. She crossed her ankles and held out her arms. “Come 


to me.” 


168 


You have got to be kidding me my mind said, but my body reacted differently. I could not 
control myself. I went to her. My hands reached for hers. Our fingers intertwined. She pulled me 
close. 

A hand on my shoulder spun me around. 

Archer. 

“Shane?” he said, shocked. “What are you doing?” 

Robin came from the shadows and wrapped her arms around Archer’s stomach. He 
flinched, but didn’t break away. She pushed her breasts against him. “Lover,” she whispered, and 
tiptoed to kiss him. 

Hot breath on the back of my ear sent a shiver down my spine. “Come to me,” Sasha 
whispered. 

I closed my eyes. I felt her hands all over me. I sighed. 

Beyond salvation. 

“God damn you!” a terrible scream filled the room. “Leave them alone!” 

Brian had returned, absolutely mad with fury, wielding the candlestick like he was going 
to demolish the whole house with it. 

For the first time, the girls seemed uncertain. They backed away, covering their breasts 
with their arms. 

“God damn you to hell,” Brian spat at them. He grabbed my arm and yanked me towards 
the stairs. It hurt but the pain helped me focus. He did the same for Archer. 

“You can’t leave,” Whitney said, but her voice had no authority. It almost sounded like a 
question. 


Brian pointed the candlestick at her. “God damn you.” 
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And I understood the difference between swearing and cursing. 

At the top of the stairs, Virgil had used the heavy base of a candlestick to break off the 
doorknob. He was trying to reach through the hole to spring the latch. 

“Let me try,” I said. Working at the hardware store taught me a few things. I jammed two 
fingers in the hole, found the locking mechanism, and applied pressure. The door popped open. 

Then blew shut again. Pushed back by a freakishly strong wind. 

“No!” Brian yelled. He rammed the door, slamming his body against it again and again, 
screaming, “By God no!” 

At the bottom of the stairs, a rattlesnake shook its tail. I looked down. Swirling shadows 
gathered and solidified. 

Miraculously, the door splintered and Brian’s shoulder broke through. 

Wind howled as it poured through the ravaged wood. 

Undaunted, Brian and Virgil used their feet and hands to make the opening big enough 
for us to escape. 

Below, the shadows took form. A tall, dark figure. Red slits for eyes. Phosphorous yellow 
teeth. Long arms that reached for me, fingers grasping. 

Brian grabbed my collar and pulled me through the ruined door. 

The terrible wind lashed our eyes and filled our ears. Brian dropped to the ground 
crawled on his belly like a trench soldier. We followed his example and made it to the front door. 
He pulled himself up by the doorknob. 


It was locked. 
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“Fuck this.” Virgil jumped to his feet. He grabbed a lamp and threw it like a football at 
the window. Glass flew everywhere. Virgil helped us up and through the window. We gathered 
on the porch. 

Suddenly the wind died. 

“Go! Go! Go!” Virgil commanded. We grabbed our packs and mounted our bikes. 

At the end of the driveway two immense, black dogs blocked the road. 

“Oh shit.” 

The dogs growled. They started pacing side to side. Then, as if responding to an unheard 
command, they came at us full speed, fangs glistening. 

“Trailer!” Virgil yelled. He raced for it and we followed. 

He got there first and opened the door. 

I was the last in line and the dogs were gaining on me fast. One of them snapped at my 
rear tire and almost knocked me down. 

“Jump!” Brian, who had already reached the trailer, shouted. 

I stood on my pedals, aimed for the door, and launched myself just as the front wheel hit 
the stoop. 

I flew through the door, tumbling ass over tit when I hit the ground. 

Virgil slammed the door shut. 

The dogs crashed into it, rocking the trailer. They barked and growled, tearing at the 
cheap plywood door with their massive paws. 

“Archer!” Virgil said, holding out his hand. “Gun! Give me that fucking gun!” 

Archer whipped his pack around, unzipped it turned it upside down. He picked out the 


bundle containing the weapon, unrolled it, and palmed the gun. 
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A sudden movement at the hallway, a tiny voice saying, “You shouldn’t....” 

Archer reacted. He turned and fired. A blinding flash followed by a deafening explosion. 
In the aftermath: a barely perceptible whistle. 

It was the sound of air leaking from little Lisa’s lung. 


Archer had blown away half her chest. 
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EAST KANSAS - 2012 

Virgil stood with a hand on the roof of the Rover, passenger side door open, studying the 
charred, barren land — taking it in with watery eyes. He was clearly overwhelmed by emotion, 
mentally recalling all the details of the house, the trailer, and the witches who’d destroyed his 
once promising life. He had the look of a dying man who had nothing left but regret. 

Elijah and I sat in the truck. This had been going on for some time. 

“Honk,” I suggested. 

Elijah scowled. He shook his head and got out of the truck. 

“Mr. Templeton?” he said. 

Virgil placed a hand on his expansive belly. He turned away from Elijah as he said, “I 
want to go with you. I want to join you and... and Brian.” 

Elijah smirked. “You don’t know what you’re saying.” 

“Maybe I don’t. But I know this much — Brian would take me. He wouldn’t let this 
happen to me. And you’re his son.” 

Elijah walked around to Virgil and got in his face, fixing him with those eerie blue eyes. 
Virgil wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and waited. 

“Lie down, old man,” Elijah said calmly, almost gently. 

“I won't,” Virgil said, raising his chin. “I’m coming with you. I’m going to fight this 
thing. Brian did it; I can too.” 

Elijah looked him over, head to toe and side to side. He shook his head. ““You’ll never 


make it.” 
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And there it was; that intensity in Virgil’s eyes I remembered so well. The wry twisting 
of his lips. The set of his jaw. The attitude — no, the certainty — that Virgil Templeton was the 
best. Twenty years and close to two hundred pounds had buried that spark. 

Buried, but not killed. 

“You don’t know me, boy,” Virgil said. 

Time passed. Neither man budged. 


Elijah shrugged. “Let’s go then.” 
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EAST KANSAS - 1982 

Archer stood over Lisa’s corpse, smoking gun in his fist. “I didn’t...,” he started, but 
lost the words to finish. Virgil came to his side and wrenched the gun from his hand. 

Brian and I joined them. Dim moonlight through the kitchen window fell on Lisa’s face, 
pooled in her dead eyes. Oozing blood lifted her soft blonde hair and stained it black. 

“I didn’t... do...,” Archer stammered. 

Brian reached down as if to touch her, but pulled his hand back before making contact. 

Bile rose in my throat and I turned my eyes away. 

“Guys?” Archer pleaded. “I didn’t... mean to..?” 

“Okay,” Virgil said, checking the gun. “Let’s go.” He opened the door prepared, but the 
dogs — perhaps frightened by the gunshot — had run off. 

“Come on!” Virgil exclaimed, but we didn’t move. The body at our feet would not let us. 

Virgil stormed back, grabbed Archer by the shoulder and threw him toward the door. 
Archer stumbled over his feet and fell to the floor. Tears sprang from his eyes. 

Virgil’s hands balled into fists. “Move your ass!” he snarled. 

Archer crawled through the door. 

Virgil looked at Brian and me. “We’ve got to go,” he said. “Right now.” 

We followed him outside. 

The night had turned still and silent — no night birds, no crickets, just Archer’s ravaged, 
sobbing breath against the void. 

Virgil silently lifted his bike and started walking, scanning for the dogs with the gun firm 
in his hand. I helped Archer to his feet and handed him the handlebar of his bike. We followed 


Virgil across the yard, to the street. 
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Deep inside the house, a candle flame flickered to life. Then another. And another. 

Virgil mounted his bike and sped away. I held Archer’s arm while he lifted a leg over his 
bike’s seat and positioned his feet on the pedals. Brian stayed beside him and they started down 
the road together. 

Lagging behind, I watched the lights in the house grow larger. A wind danced across the 
yard, rattling as it whipped my ears. I looked over my shoulder at the trailer. 

I saw a little girl standing in the doorway. Blonde hair. Pretty dress. But I could see right 
through her, into the trailer, where a mutilated body lay on the floor seeped in blood and 
moonlight. 

The phantom girl raised an arm as if to hail me. 


I took off fast after my friends. 


Virgil didn’t slow down until we’d reached the highway. Then he pulled over and waited 
for us to catch up. We gathered at the side of the road. Archer looked terrible; colorless and 
gaunt. His nervous hands ceaselessly twisting the handlebars of his bike. 

“What are we going to do?” he asked. “Guys? What are we going to do?” 

“Fuck,” was Virgil’s response. He didn’t mean it as a verb. 

“Should we go to the police?” Archer continued. “I mean. I mean, it was an accident! 
Self-defense! You all saw her. She she she came out of nowhere. I mean, what was she doing 
there? I mean the police would understand that — if we showed them all that stuff in the 
basement. Oh God, what are we going to do?” 

“Shut up,” Virgil said. “We are not going to the cops.” 


“But....” 
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Virgil held a finger to Archer’s face. “Not another word.” 

Virgil got off his bike and let it fall. He paced the road, stopped, and stared out into a vast 
cornfield. An ocean of night corn. Five steps into it and you would fall off the face of the earth; 
disappear forever in the dirt and tall stalks. 

And that seemed like a very good idea. 

“We were never there,” Virgil concluded, rejoining us. “We will never speak about this 
again, we will forget it ever happened. We. Were. Never. There.” 

“No,” Brian said. “We can’t do that.” 

“Don’t fight me on this, Brian.” Virgil warned. “Not on this.” 

Archer staggered to the cornfield and vomited until there was nothing left in his stomach 
but bile. 

Virgil waited for Archer to return before saying, “We have to stay together on this. None 
of us can mention it — any of it! — to anybody. Ever. Understood?” 

Brian shook his head. 

“Understood?” Virgil reiterated, grabbing Brian’s shoulder and locking eyes with him. 

“Tt won’t work,” I said. 

“What do you mean it won’t work?” Virgil turned on me, furious. “Why won’t it work? 
It’ll work if you can keep your goddamned mouth shut!” 

Although I’m sure he wasn’t even aware he still had it, the gun in Virgil’s hand made me 
incredibly nervous. 

“We left too much evidence,” I said cautiously. “All of Archer’s clothes and stuff; his 
backpack. He left all that in the trailer.” 


“Oh God.” Virgil sank to his knees, then sat down and put his face in his hands. 
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The rest of us sat down too, forming a circle. 

“Archer,” Virgil lifted his head. “What was in your pack?” 

“I don’t.... Just clothes, I think. Just some clothes.” 

“Your wallet?” 

Archer felt his back pocket and then shook his head. “No, I’ve got my wallet with me.” 

“Was there anything that had your name on it? Anything at all?” 

Archer thought for a while. “I can’t think of anything.” 

Virgil rubbed his chin. “Okay, so they have some clothes. Those could be anybody’s 
clothes.” 

“We used their phone,” I reminded him. 

“So? They said themselves they tap a city line. It can’t be traced to that house. Plus we 
never told anybody we were going there. And they think we’re college students from KC. We 
were never there, guys. That’s it. We were never there.” 

“Virgil,” I leaned forward. “We killed a little girl.” 

Vigil glared at me. His nostrils flared. “No. You know what we killed? We killed a witch. 
All those girls are witches. They’re evil. In fact, you know what I think? I think, in fact, even if 
we did call the cops and go back there — the body would be gone and they would pretend they’d 
never met us. Jesus, you think they want the cops there? In that basement? 

“No, we’re safe,” Vigil concluded. “As long as we promise — swear to each other right 
here and now — that we never mention this again, to anybody. Agreed?” 

None of us made the commitment. Virgil turned to Brian and asked, “Agreed?” 

“We need to go back there,” Brian replied. His voice sounded hard and certain. “And 


finish it.” 
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“What the fuck are you talking about?” 

“You said it. They are evil. And this won’t be over until they are destroyed. All of them.” 

With that, Brian took us past the point of involuntary manslaughter and criminal 
conspiracy into the delightful land of psychotic schizophrenia. 


And what’s worse? I knew he was right. 


“Give me the gun,” Brian held out his hand. “And PII do it myself.” 

“This gun?” Virgil checked the safety one more time, and then tucked the revolver in his 
pocket. “Sorry, this gun is going into the Missouri River.” 

Brian’s plan to go back and commit mass murder had understandably caused quite a fuss. 
Particularly with Virgil who was desperate to put the entire incident in the rear-view. They had 
squared off — Brian and Virgil — standing toe to toe, each refusing to give ground. 

“T don’t need a gun,” Brian said. 

“Really? You could kill them all with your bare hands?” Virgil sneered. 

“Tf I have to.” 

“Listen to yourself! How crazy do you think you sound right now? Let me give you a hint 


1? 


— boatloads fucking crazy! Shane!” Virgil called me. “Tell Brian he’s fucking crazy!” 

I joined Brian and said, “They’re the only witnesses. If we killed them all....” 
Virgil recoiled as if slapped. “You’re joking? Now? You’re making jokes?” 

I shook my head. “I’m not joking.” 

“Holy fucking shit.” Virgil pulled Archer to his feet. “Okay, Archer, please tell me I 


haven’t gone insane. Please tell me you don’t want to go back there and kill those girls.” 


Archer hugged himself. “Oh God no!” his eyes popped. “No, we can’t go back!” 
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“There! See?” Virgil said. “We can’t go back.” 

“We have to,” Brian insisted. 

“You don’t understand, friend, this isn’t just about you. Or even you and Shane. It is 
about all of us. We all have to agree. Anything we do now has to be unanimous. Otherwise it 
won’t work. And there is no way Archer and I will let you go back and kill those girls. No 
fucking way.” 

Brian considered his next statement carefully. Then he said to Virgil, “Maybe you don’t 
feel it, or maybe you do but can’t recognize it for what it is. Those girls as you call them, did 
something to us. They’ve corrupted us. If we don’t go back and reclaim our... souls. We’ll be 
lost forever.” 

Virgil walked away, composed himself, and then returned to ask me, “Is that right, 
Shane? Is your, heh, soul telling you to go kill those girls?” 

On the spot, I lost all coherency, “No, I... just the witness thing.... I guess.... I don’t 
know....” 

“Shane knows, he just can’t admit it,” Brian answered for me. “Of all of us, Shane is the 
most gentle, but even he understands that those... things back there are evil and need to be 
destroyed. They have hooks in us now. Can’t you feel them? Tearing at you?” 

“Shane.” Virgil put both hands on my shoulders and looked me in the eye. “Gentle 
Shane. Be serious now. Do you want to go back and kill those girls?” 

“I don’t...” 

“Yes or no,” Virgil insisted. “Yes or no.” 


“T was just saying they are the only witnesses.” 
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“Listen to me, Shane.” Virgil searched my face. “If you say yes, I will do it. Understand? 
If you think it is the right thing to do, kill all the witnesses, I will agree and we’ll go back and get 
it done. Okay? So what is it? Yes or no?” 

Brian started to say something but Virgil yelled at him, “You shut up! This is Shane’s 
decision!” 

Time stretched. 

“Look, Virgil, I can’t...” 


“YES OR NO GODDAMN IT!” 
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EAST KANSAS - 2012 

We pulled into the parking lot of the West End Café. Virgil’s truck waited alone under 
the glow of the mercury vapor lights. He leaned over and handed me the keys. 

I got out of the Land Rover and stood at the passenger’s side window, jingling the 
keychain. 

Truthfully, I never really liked Virgil. He’d always been just another face at school; 
another kid from the ‘hood. The only time we’d ever spend together had been in the company of 
mutual friends. Up until our tragic misadventure, he’d been the popular football stud I couldn’t 
help but resent, and I the pathetic nerd beneath his contempt. Yet despite our history, as I took 
one last look at his face — haggard and colorless in the dashboard light — my heart went out to 
him. Something about growing up in a small town together. It kind of made us family. 

“Goodbye,” I said, patting the door. Virgil nodded. 

I turned and walked away. 

Elijah exited the Rover and caught up to me as I unlocked Virgil’s truck. 

“What?” I asked. 

“I know,” he said. 

“Know what?” 

He made a fist. The knuckle tattoos stretched taunt. 

He brought the fist to my heart. 

I felt a jolt of electricity. 

“I know what you’ve done,” he said. 

Like flipping a switch, my mind blazed hellfire. I saw myself destroying this boy 


standing before me; mutilating his corpse, bathing in his blood. I felt it on my skin. I tasted it. 
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I glared at him with hooded eyes. My mouth gapped open. A low, animal sound rattled in 
my throat and a string of drool fell from my lip. The crucifix tattoo on his bald head caused me 
to squint, the sight of it sending waves of revulsion flushing through my body. More than 
anything in the world, I ached to attack him, bring him down, and shred that skin off his skull by 
scrubbing his head against the rough concrete. 

Somehow, I managed to restrain myself. 

“You.” Elijah took his fist away. “You really should have killed yourself when you had 


the chance.” he said. 
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EAST KANSAS - 1982 

So it was agreed — none of it happened. Because of the storm, we’d spent the night at 
Wyatt’s and left for home in the morning. We did not go to any farm, we did not meet any girls, 
we were not involved in any crazy Satanic ritual. 

And Archer most definitely did not shoot and kill a little girl named Lisa. 

It was early dawn, still very dark, when we came to the Missouri River Bridge. Virgil 
checked for traffic, took the gun from his pocket, and tossed it over the side. It hit the black 
water with a splash. 

We will never speak of this again, he’d said. Not even to each other. 

It never happened. Forget the whole thing. Just live like it never happened. 

Great plan, Virg. 

If only it had been possible. 

We’d been marked that night; our souls wounded. And those sores would remain open, 
oozing evil, until we dealt with them. 


Each in his own way. 


Following Virgil’s lead, I tried living my life as if Nothing. Ever. Happened. This meant 
keeping my date with Kimmy Bristol. Friday night. We went back to ‘our spot’ in the woods. 
She noticed something was wrong with me, but what could I say? “Sorry I’m kinda out of it. 
Yeah, I was pretty much raped by Satan’s whores a few days ago. Rough stuff, but if you re still 
up for it, I’d love to fuck you.” 

She chalked it up to my conflicting emotions about her leaving for London. So she held 


me close and promised she’d write (sure) and call (uh huh) and then started kissing my lips. 
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My lips. 

The very same lips that had sucked juices from the sex of Satan’s very own. 

The memory of the taste coated my mouth. My lips pulled away from my teeth. An 
uncontrollable rage washed over me. I grabbed Kimmy and pushed her down. She squealed, 
thinking this was play time, and leaned forward to kiss me again. 

Play time? Oh no no. 

I slapped her fucking mouth. 

I tore her goddamned blouse off. 

I bruised her breast with my fingers and called her vile names through clenched teeth. 

She wailed and beat her tiny fists against my chest. 

And I fell away, mortified at what I’d just done. 

This is not me! I wanted to explain. J wouldn't... I couldn't do these things. Please, 
understand — THIS IS NOT ME! 

But then I heard her crying. I looked over and saw her there, curled into a ball, the knobs 
of her spine rising with her sobs. And black thoughts crept in from the corners of my mind. 

I reached for her. I placed my middle fingernail at the top of her spine. She stiffened at 
my touch. 

I pushed the ragged nail into her flesh, and then dragged it down the knobs like pulling on 
a zipper. 

I made a satisfied mewing sound when I saw blood welling up. I smiled when it spilled 
down her back. 


I got harder than I’d ever been before. 
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Then I flew to my feet, ran as fast as I could for the trees, and vomited until my guts were 


turned inside out. 


I drove Kimmy home. Gave her my shirt. I did not apologize — how could I? Besides, 
she’d wanted something to tell the trollops in England, well, now she had it. We never saw each 
other again. 

I made it through High School by keeping to myself. I drew a lot. Sick things. Things I 
dared not show anybody. By the time I graduated, I had a foot locker full of charcoal and ink 
horrors that I kept locked up for fear of exposure. Had anybody in my family seen those 
drawings, I would have been kicked out of my home. Possibly even committed to an institution. 
They were very, very sick. 

The upside was, with all the practice, I’d become an excellent artist. I lost interest in 
comic books — any outlet that allowed for creativity invited trouble; and focused instead on 
drafting and design. I got a scholarship to Georgia State. 

I’d hoped the distance would allow for a fresh start. 

It did not. 

I went on a few dates, all of them disasters. The last one ended in my arrest. It turned into 
a ‘he said, she said’ thing that got thrown out of court for lack of evidence. 

Lucky for me. 

I filled another foot locker with demonic sketches. And the evil, black thoughts kept 


chewing away at the corners of my mind. 
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At the end of my sophomore year, I learned about Archer’s suicidal leap from the top of 
the Memorial Campanile Tower. The news had been presented to me as a tragedy — you 
remember Archer Olson? Well, brace yourself — but upon hearing it, my spirits lifted. 

Good for you, Arch. Good for you. 

I became obsessed with the thought of taking my own life. In the morbid chambers of my 
mind, suicide beckoned like a light house. Its radiant beam lit up the dark corners, diminishing 
their power. I would wander around campus, gazing up at the rooftops of the tallest buildings, 
dizzy with giddiness and joy. 

Archer, bless his heart, had shown me the way. 

The only thing left to do was... it. 

Do it. 

Oh, I made plans. I checked which rooftops were accessible — very few, as it turned out — 
but there were a couple medium sized buildings with open-air atriums that could be used. It 
didn’t need to be a skyscraper. I figured ten stories would be more than sufficient. 

I circled a day on my calendar. A Sunday. Less people around. 

I considered a note. My first impulse was hell no, but I did have my family to think 
about. My mom and sister, mostly. There were not enough words in the English language, nor 
would I be skilled enough to put them together if there were, to make them understand; but at the 
same time, I didn’t want them feeling accountable. 

A tricky situation, the suicide note. 

I worked on it for days, writing and rewriting it in my mind, then, on the Saturday before 


my circled Sunday, I reached the ultimate conclusion that it just wouldn’t work. Nothing I could 
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put on paper would alleviate the hurt and confusion of those few people unlucky enough to care 
for me. No note was the way to go. 

I crumpled the thousandth piece of paper upon which I had tried to posthumously explain 
myself and chucked the wad at the trashcan with the satisfaction of resolve when it hit me: 

Put on paper. 

My footlockers. The vile, evil filth they contained. Surely the police would force them 
open after my suicide; looking for clues. They would find the pictures and... fucking storm the 
morgue, steal my corpse, and burn it on a pyre in the public square while a priest read from the 
bible. 

Worse, they might show them to my mom. 


How awesome of a suicide note would that be? 


My circled Sunday passed with me sitting in my room, surrounded by my drawings. 
They were loathsome and disgusting; Satanic and sadistic. I felt sick just being there with them. 

But as I sat there, looking at all of them spread out before me — a panoramic view of 
Hades, I couldn’t help but be impressed with how good they were. Sure, they were unholy, and 
clearly while drawing them I’d been under the influence of a hell-sent muse, but man... they 
were good. In an artistic sense anyway. 

I just could not bring myself to destroy them. 

As dawn broke on Monday morning, I neatly stacked the drawings, locked them away, 
and got ready for class. On my way out the door, I crossed an X through my circled Sunday. 


Maybe next time. 
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Her name was Ruth. She had shoulder length brown hair, wore heavy glasses, and gave 
the impression of being very studious. She dressed conservatively, polo shirts and jeans mostly, 
and had an average, if not a little full, figure. Rather unremarkable upon first glance, but if you 
bothered to stick with it; you might see a wicked grin spread across her lips and a malevolent 
light shine in her hazel eyes — brought about by some wildly inappropriate thought or the 
hatching of a devious scheme. Intelligent and talented, she was the only architecture major at 
Georgia State who could give me a run for the money. 

The school had an annual contest amongst students for best original design. She asked me 
if I was going to enter. I told her that wasn’t really my thing. 

“Pity,” she said. “I could use some stimulating competition.” 

Later that night, hunched over my drafting table with my pencils and blending tools, I 
feverishly worked her smirking face and lush body into my disgusting landscapes. I subjected 
her countenance to atrocities and tortures unseen outside of hell. After spraying the paper with 
fixative, I set in on top of the stack in my footlocker, closed the lid, and slept like a baby. 

I entered the contest and told her so when I next saw her in class. She asked me what I 
was going to design. I said she would have to wait and see. 

“Oh, I think I can figure out a way to make you tell me,” she replied, her lips fixed in that 
enigmatic grin. 

We started hanging out together; coffee shops, cafes, long walks around campus. 

She invited me to her apartment. 

I politely refused. 

“You're not gay?” she asked. 


I returned her enigmatic grin. 
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Ruth won the contest and earned the right to have her work showcased in the school’s 
gallery. I was runner up. It was a black tie affair and we spent an exciting evening sipping 
Champaign and hobnobbing with Atlanta’s high society. At the end, exhausted, Ruth and I sat on 
a stone bench in the center of the main gallery, surrounded by her designs. 

They were good. Very good. But.... 

As if reading my mind, Ruth said, “You could’ve done better. You could’ve beat me.” 

I shrugged. 

She took my hand in hers. She brought it to her face and placed her cheek in my palm. 
She kissed it. Then she very carefully pinched a small section of skin on the heel of my hand 
between her front teeth and bit down until it bled. 

She wrapped her lips around the wound and sucked. 

My head spun. I felt suddenly feverish. 

She moved her face away and clamped my hand in hers, squeezing. 

Blood oozed between her fingers. 

“You could’ve beat me,” she repeated, her teeth red. 


I understood it was an invitation. 


Shortly thereafter I showed her the pictures in my footlocker. 
She really liked them. A lot. 
She wanted to try some of the poses. 


I obliged. 
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In the morning we had to double Hefty bag my blood-sopped sheets before throwing 
them away. Ruth told me to go shopping for a rubber under-pad to protect my mattress. 

“They sell them at Bed, Bath & Beyond,” she said. “Buy more sheets while you’re 
there.” 

She would have gone with me, but she couldn’t walk very well. Besides, she had plenty 


to do scrubbing the stains off the walls. 


I married Ruth after graduation. 


We had kids. Two so far, but when asked about having more we grin, look at each other 


lovingly, and say that option is still open. People love to hear that. Family, they say, is such a 


blessing. 


Indeed. 
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EAST KANSAS - 2012 

“We'll stop you,” Elijah told me. “You know that, right?” 

“More of your 80s action movie bullshit?” I raised my fist, shook it at the sky and said in 
my best Austrian accent, “We will stop you!” 

“Funny,” he replied. “How funny will it be when we come for your children?” 

“Oh, I expect....” I had to smile. He looked so tough standing there, scowling; all tattoos 
and righteousness. “If you try to do that? I expect it’ll be hilarious.” 

Elijah stepped back. He looked around the parking lot, scanning for witnesses. Virgil sat 
in the Rover, but his chin was down, his eyes closed; done for the night. 

We were alone. 

“Go for it,” I whispered to Elijah. 

His muscles tensed. “Don’t... don’t tempt me.” 

I laughed. “You whelp,” I taunted. “You child. Oh, you’re so tough, so big and strong —” 

Faster than could be expected, I snapped my arm out and grabbed his hand. He tried to 
pull away, but my grip held. Iran my thumb over his knuckles, caressing the tattoos. 

“With your precious Church behind you,” I sneered. “You'll always win. Isn’t that what 
they told you? Good always triumphs over evil? Yes?” 

Blood, black as ink, seeped from his tattoos at the slightest pressure from my thumb. 

Elijah recoiled, shocked. 

I released him. He held his hand to his chest. He didn’t look so tough now. 

“They lied to you, boy.” 

I twirled Virgil’s keys and clucked my tongue. The sky was lightening in the East. It 


would be daylight soon. Time to end this little adventure. 
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“Remember when you said evil is patient?” I asked. “Yeah? Well it is one hell of a lot 
smarter too. I mean, seriously, look at you. This is how the Church turns out its soldiers? You 
look like a freak. That fucking crucifix?” Again, I moved with remarkable speed and slapped 
him upside the head. He staggered from the blow, but didn’t retaliate. He’d underestimated me — 
an easy thing to do — and now he was scared. I liked that. I liked it a lot. 

“You do understand that for a large — and growing — section of the population, that’s just 
like having a massive swastika etched on you skull? Heh. You’d be better off with 666 tattoo.” 

He touched his head. His fingers came away sticky. 

I continued, “Me? I’m going back to my average, middle class family with my average 
middle class life. And my average, middle class job... designing buildings.” 

Elijah’s eyes widened. 

“You know my wife? Well she’s an architect too. Residential work, mostly. Master 
Planned Communities and such. Oh she’s a wiz at drafting overall design concepts; laying out 
the streets, setting the houses in a pattern just so....” 

Elijah glanced quickly at his Rover, and then returned his wary attention to me. He 
shuffled back a half-step, preparing to run. 

“Ts it a gun?” I asked. “In the glove box? No? No. If I know you, and I think I do, it’s 
probably some holy relic or sacramental knickknack. Supposed to give you power over evil.” I 
shrugged. “You can try it if you want. P1 wait.” 

He thought about it then decided not to turn his back on me. He stood his ground and 
shook his head slightly. 

“Well, next time bring a gun,” I suggested. “But you’d better check with your bosses at 


the Church first. They might not like all that noise. 
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“Anyway, as I was saying, I’m very proud of my wife. She’s established quite a 
reputation for herself. Developers really love her designs. But just between us boys,” I winked, 
“T give her a guiding hand every now and again. 

“So you see, we can afford to be patient,” I concluded, “because we’re not chasing ghosts 
in European caves or stroking off every time we put the torch to a house full of girls, shit, like 
this is the 1800s. 

“We’re on the move, son. To borrow your analogy, we’re spreading our seeds in new and 
exciting ways.” I smiled wistfully, “Although the old ways weren’t all bad either. You may want 
to ask your dad about that. If you ever see him again.” 

At the mention of his father, Elijah straightened his spine and balled his hands into fists. 
“Keep talking, asshole,” he said. “Your time will come.” 

“Ah, there it is,” I exclaimed. “The fighting Moody pride. Or what little there is left of it. 
I'll be honest with you, when you first walked into the café? I actually got scared. I figured Brian 
must be alive and close by if his son is coming for us. And if Brian had been able to overcome 
the (forgive me) seed inside him — and not kill himself like Archer; or self-destruct like our 
friend Virg over there (good luck with that, by the way); or just let it flower like I did... Well. If 
he was that strong a man? That strong of faith? I did not want to tangle with him. 

“But you?” I shook my head. “I’m standing here almost begging for a fight, slapping you 
around like a punk, and the best you can do is say your time will come? More oblique threats? 
Really? Hey, tell me again how bad it will be for my family, my children, when you come for 
them. I love scary stories.” 

Elijah started to reply, but I stepped into his body, held his wrists down so he couldn’t 


move, and put my lips to his ear. “I'll have you skewered up the ass and out the mouth like a 
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Philippino box spring hog, roasting over a fire in hell before you touch one hair of my children,” 
I whispered. 

Behind us, the Rover’s door made a grinding sound as it opened. 

“What’s going on?” Virgil asked, stepping out of the truck. 

I released Elijah. 

“Nothing,” I said. 

Elijah staggered away from me, almost losing balance. 

“Elijah?” Virgil asked, concerned. 

“Get back in the truck,” Elijah barked, but the effect was diminished by his shaky voice. 

“Shane?” Virgil arched an eyebrow at me. “Were you just trying to make out with Elijah? 
Because that’s what it looked like.” 

I smiled and shrugged. 

Elijah brushed passed Virgil and jumped in the Rover. He started the engine. 

Virgil hustled to get back in before Elijah left without him. 

I waved as they maneuvered out of the parking lot. Virgil turned in his seat to give me a 
quizzical look. I blew him a kiss. He recoiled. 

The sun was peeking over the horizon as the Rover entered the street. Elijah stomped on 
the gas and the tires squealed. The truck swerved side to side, but he regained control and they 
raced away from the West End Café. 

The last thing I saw before they turned off Main Street was Virgil’s arm out the 
passenger’s side window, fist raised, middle finger silhouetted against the delicate pastel blue 
sky of the breaking dawn. 


I laughed. Good luck, old friend, I thought. 
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You might consider this sentiment injudicious, given that if Virgil did survive the 
exorcism; he would certainly become my mortal enemy. But, having seen they type of soldiers 
they’re cranking out these days, I could afford to be magnanimous. 

Besides, this whole event had turned out much better than expected. See, Elijah hit on 
another truism when he said evil hates to lose its own. So even though I’d found a way to 
cultivate and multiply the seed I’d been given, I was still beholden to Sasha and her coven. And 
when witches demand tribute, they tend to be real assholes about it; you know, asking for the life 
of your first born child or something. 

I’d come here prepared for a fight, but it hadn’t been necessary. Brian had taken care of 
that problem for me. And though I hated to see their house destroyed — it’d have made a great 
DIY project — being free of those witches was like a weight lifted from my shoulders. 

Now I had nothing standing in my way, and nothing holding me back. 

So, Good luck Virg. Hell, while I’m thinking gracious thoughts; You too, Elijah. 

I hope we never meet again, but if you do decide to come after me? 


You’re gonna need more tattoos. 


The End 
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